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Participating crews of the Aviadarts 
2018 contest started with a physical 
training tests during the first weekend of 
the competition. During the next two days 
that followed, all participants were given 
an opportunity for practice. The foreign 
participants were given the possibility to 
get familiar with the layout of the airfield 
and the layout of the ranges used. With 
the diverse selection of aircraft types and 
helicopters, this meant that the fighters and 
attack aircraft would operate for the first 
time on one day, while the heavy bombers 
and transport planes would fly their initial 
missions on the next day. Helicopters flew 
their missions during both days, providing 
almost constant flying activity. 

Over next two days, skills of the pilots 
were actually put to test with competitive 
flights, which followed the same manner of 
operations, with fighters and light bombers 
flying on the Thursday followed by heavy 
bombers and transport aircraft on Friday. 
These competition days meant a far stricter 
regime, with aircraft taking off in 15 minute 
intervals. 

The Results
The competition’s main trophy, the Aviadarts 
Cup, went to the VVS who won four out of 

Russian Mi-8AMTsh-1 takes off from the Dubrovichi range after an assault mission

Republic of Belarus Mi-24V departs for another mission  

The gigantic Mi-26 lands at the Dubrovichi range to deliver military vehicles and troops 

PLAAF Y-9 takes off for another mission

The Competition
Aviadarts 2018 attracted participants 
from three foreign nations, besides the 
host nation Russia. A diverse selection of 
aircraft landed at Dyagilevo air base in the 
week leading up to start of the competition. 
Over sixty crew from the People’s Republic 
of China, Republic of Belarus, Republic 
of Kazakhstan and Russian Federation 
competed in the contest. 

There were seven categories to determine 
“best pilots of fighters bombers, assault, 
long-range military transport, and army 
aviation the latter including transport and 
combat helicopters.” 

The pilots themselves competed in 
physical training, aerial reconnaissance, 
piloting technique and combat employment 
against ground targets. In addition, 
fighters were involved in penetration of 
simulated enemy air defences and several 
air-combat situations. At each stage during 
the competition, pilots dropping bombs, 
launched guided and non-guided missiles, 
fired front guns, carried out airborne 
operations in cooperation with ground 
forces. 
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competition that will surely attract more participants from various 
Asian countries in the future. 

Text and photos: Erik Bruijns

Chinese PLAAF H-6K taxies out for a morning mission 

Su-25SM taxies back after a mission, nine of which aircraft type 
participated at this year’s Aviadarts 

Su-30SM comes into landThe Armed Forces of the Republic of Kazakhstan participated with their 
new assets, including Su-30SMs 

VVS Tu-22M-3 takes off, with Aviadarts flightline in the backdrop 

seven categories, while the People’s Liberation Army Air Force took 
second place and scored most points in two categories. The final 
spot went to the Armed Forces of the Republic of Kazakhstan, who 
scored most points in one category. 
The Deputy Commander-in-Chief 
of the Russian Aerospace Forces, 
Lieutenant General Andrey Yudin 
presented trophies to the team 
leader Colonel Vasily Yakimovich 
during the closing ceremony at 
Dyagilevo air base on 11 August.

This year’s edition of Aviadarts, 
attracting more aircraft from 
in foreign participants, proved 
that the competition is seen as a 
valuable manner to train pilots 
and various aircrew. With recent 
participation of Russian pilots in 
the Syria conflict, this was also 
a very good way to measure up 
against pilots who had had real 
combat experience. Aviadarts is 
not a “common exercise,” such as 
Red Flag, Maple Flag or Frisian Flag 
as in the West, but is a growing 
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The twelfth edition of the Air-
Centric Personnel Recovery Operatives 
Course (APROC) was held in The 

Netherlands for the first time during May 
and June 2018. Airbase Gilze-Rijen hosted 
helicopters and aircraft from seven countries 
including the Netherlands, France, Italy, 
Poland, Spain, Sweden and the United 
Kingdom; all sent one or more helicopters, 
along with the participation of some Dutch 
F-16s, two Italian EF2000s and two E-550A 
Gulfstreams. Belgium, Canada, Denmark, 
Germany and the USA took part with their  
ground forces only.

The exercise is organised annually by 
the European Personnel Recovery Centre 
(EPRC) and is aimed at rescuing downed 
aircrew or other trapped soldiers from 
hostile areas, so-called personnel recovery. 
The fighter aircraft provided fixed wing 
RESCORT (rescue escort), with Mi-24, 
AH-64 and AS.555 helicopters acting as 
rotary RESCORT. The other participating 
helicopters (CH-47D, NH.90, AS.332, 
Merlin, H-101 and UH-60) were used 
for actual extraction of the aircrew. Most 

The Netherlands hosts the 12th Edition
Even more on APROC 2018

notably, however, was the participation 
of an Italian E-550A Gulfstream, a brand 
new and unique Conformal Airborne Early 
Warning and Control (CAEW) aircraft. 

The E-550A is based on the Gulfstream 
550. To serve in the CAEW role, Israeli 
Aircraft Industries built in an active 
electronically scanned array (AESA) 
four-dimensional radar providing 360º 
detection, identification and tracking 
of both airborne and surface targets. 
Integrated is an electronic support measures 
system, which measures emitters at a 
wide range of frequencies also with 360º 
coverage. Furthermore, the aircraft is fitted 
with a self-protection system (SPS) that 
includes active and passive sensors and 
countermeasures against incoming missiles, 
plus a NATO-compatible communications 
system that has been jointly developed by 
Elta and Leonardo. Its 10 hours endurance 
and 12,000 km range makes the E-550 a 
valuable asset for surveillance. With the 
first aircraft delivered to the Italian Air 
Force at the end of 2016 and the other 
one only beginning of 2018, this exercise 

was a serious test for the heavily modified 
Gulfstreams. And, they lived up to their 
task of Airborne Mission Coordinator 
(AMC), which was extra useful because 
the planned participation of NATO and 
French E-3 AWACS as AMC had been 
cancelled owing to lack of available aircraft.

During the exercise, 26 missions were 
flown in nine days, which totalled to 
over 140 sorties and 300 flying hours of 
the participating aircraft and helicopters. 
Multiple exercise areas were conducted 
both in the Netherlands and Belgium, 
with changing groups of around five 
helicopters flying their own daily mission 
and participants were able to train the 
personnel in a realistic and international 
environment. The exercise was deemed a 
success with all 190 participants graduating. 
Interestingly, the relatively new integration 
of both fixed wing and rotary assets in 
APROC scenarios will be a point of focus 
during the next edition, which will be held 
in 2019 at Zaragoza airbase in Spain.

Patrick Dirksen & Frank Mink
Tristar Aviation

Local Dutch AH-64D providing air cover during a rescue operation
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Spanish AS.332 taking off after picking up a ‘wounded’ soldier, with the 
door-gun for self-protection clearly visible

Italian HH-101A Caesar leaving for another mission, its aerial refuelling 
tube a notable feature

Brand new Italian E-550A returning from an AMC mission, with CH-47 in the background

Italian Eurofighter from 4 Stormo at Grosetto airbase provided  
fixed wing air cover

French NH.90 coming in to pick up downed aircrew
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First to the Last 

Once a Luftwaffe fighter pilot, then test pilot on both the Eurofighter 2000 and 
Dornier 328 programmes, Captain Peter Weger rounded off a stellar 50 years of 
uninterrupted flying with a positioning flight of Dornier 328 turboprop (D-CSNC) 

back from Farnborough UK to Oberpfaffenhofen in southern Germany in late July 2018.

Captain Peter Weger’s 50-year flying career culminates with the Dornier 328

As one of Germany´s most experienced 
test pilots, type-rated on 50 aircraft types 
and with a total of 13,000 hours logged, 
Peter has enjoyed a varied career since 
graduating from the Empire Test Pilot 
School at Boscombe Down, UK. Peter 
flew the F-104 and F-4 Phantom with the 
German Air Force, obtained an aeronautical 
engineering degree from the Hochschule der 
BW, at Neubiberg and later served as Chief 
Test Pilot with Messerschmitt Bölkow-
Blohm in Manching, where he was engaged 
mainly on Tornado and Eurofighter 
development and a variety of experimental 
aircraft testing.

He is credited with flying the very 
first Eurofighter 2000 on 27 March 1994 
in Manching, Germany and made the 
first flight in the Dornier 328JET at 
Oberpfaffenhofen, Germany in 1997. Water salute arrival at Oberfaffenhofen for Peter’s final landing in the Dornier 328
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Peter became involved with the Dornier 
programme originally with Fairchild 
Dornier as Deputy Chief Test Pilot when the 
futuristic 728 JET was under development.  
He joined Cirrus Airlines flying the 328 in 
commercial service for several years, then 
became involved with the Grob Aerospace 
SPn G180 flight programme.   When 
that  programme was shelved in 2006, he 
joined 328 Support Services as lead test pilot. 
Peter was awarded the prestigious Kincheloe 
Award for outstanding achievement from 
the Society of Experimental Test Pilots in 
1994, becoming the first German to accept 
the accolade.

At Farnborough 2018, Peter Weger, 
Conny Cornelius and Klaus Deiter Hose 
flew the Dornier 328, from which several 
parachutists made spectacular descents 
including that by Erich Jelitko, formerly 
with the German special forces and now 
Managing Director of the Company ATASS 
Advanced Tactical Airborne Systems and 
Services [see images on the right].

 “We would like to thank Peter for his 
outstanding accomplishments - not just on 
the 328 programmes, but for his significant 
contribution to flying in Germany.   We 
wish Peter and his family a very happy 
retirement,” stated 328 Support Services 
CEO Dave Jackson.

 Captain Peter Weger with long-time Dornier 328 flight test pilot colleague Captain Conny Cornelius

328 SSG is a subsidiary of Sierra Nevada Corporation, specialising in Space and Defence, 
and with over 3,000 employees offering a broad spectrum of services to the aircraft industry. 328 
SSG employs over 160 aviation experts and supports more than 200 Dornier 328 aircraft globally. 



97V/2018

As the summer holidays reach full 
swing, British Airways has released 
data revealing exactly what, and 

who, is on one of the airline’s 850 flights 
a day.   A Boeing 747 is loaded with over 
7,000 items - many of which have to be 
unloaded and re-loaded before each flight. 
Included in the inventory are 1,737 items of 
cutlery, 798 glasses, 101 full bottles and 388 
quarter bottles of wine, 350 bags of pretzels, 
78 toilet rolls, five first aid kits and up to 
around 800 items of bedding, including the 
new Club World White Company bedding, 
which has been introduced as part of British 
Airways’ £600m investment in its long-haul 
business class.

The study also looked at how people fly. 
In an average year one in two (47 per cent) are 
solo travellers, while 27 percent travel as a pair. 
Around 70 per cent are travelling for leisure, 
while 28 per cent are flying for business. 

All what you wanted to know, but ... !
Interesting data reveals exactly what, and who, is on one of British Airways’ 850 flights a day !

For those who’ve ever wondered what’s 
flying in the hold beneath them besides 
their suitcases, our sister company IAG 
Cargo can shed some light on this. So 
far in 2018, 26 per cent of cargo flying 
in the hold has been made up of priority 
goods such as fashion products, the latest 
smartphones, or tablets. While   five per 
cent of the cargo was specialist cargo like 
live animals or high value artwork, four 
per cent has been perishable produce such 
as raspberries from Kenya or lettuces from 
the US and three percent of the cargo was 
temperature controlled pharmaceuticals and 
lifesaving vaccines. Some of the year’s most 
interesting shipments includes Cognac from 
Bordeaux to Kuala Lumpur, emergency 
lettuce from Los Angeles in response to 
the UK’s heatwave vegetable shortage  and 
royal wedding special magazines from the 
UK to the US.  Carolina Martinoli, British 

Airways’ Director of Brand and Customer 
Experience, said: “Many of our customers 
are curious about flying and want to know 
who or what else is on their aircraft. With 
more than 800 flights each day all over 
the world it takes a lot of planning, from 
loading cargo to wine, to toilet rolls, and 
first aid kits.”

New champagnes and English 
sparkling wines for customers travelling 
in First Class and Club World have also 
been added to the list of items onboard, as 
part of the airline’s £4.5 billion investment 
for customers over the next five years. The 
investment is also driving the installation 
of the best quality WiFi and power in every 
seat, the fitting of 128 long-haul aircraft 
with new interiors and the delivery of 72 
new aircraft. 

Happy landing !
Courtesy: BA
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Out of Africa

IAF Canberras in the Congo
An unusual commitment of the Indian Air Force during the early 1960s was to support the United Nations 
in the Congo in Central Africa. Following the secession of Katanga, masterminded by commercial interests 
in Belgium, the UN had appealed for both ground troops and combat aircraft to restore law and order and 
peace. Six Canberra B(I)Mk.58s of No. 5 Squadron (‘Tuskers’) of the IAF, were thereafter deployed from their 
home base in Agra to the heart of Africa. Operating from Leopoldville and Kamina, the Canberras were to 
systematically obliterate the mercenary air force, destroy Katangan targets and generally provide UN ground 
forces with effective air support.

The geo-political cauldron
In 1959, Belgium had declared its intent to grant 
independence to its colony in Africa, Belgium Congo, this 
being cynically regarded as a hasty response of a minor 
European country wanting to disassociate itself from the 
growing post-colonial world. The Congo was soon afflicted 
with political and tribal violence. The post-independence 
political vacuum attracted private capitalists, who greedily 
sought to carve out their financial fiefs.

A day after their independence on 30 June 1960, troops 
of the newly formed National Congolese Army (ANC-
Armee Nationale Congolaise) mutinied in Leopoldville 
(now Kinshasa), capital of the new nation, against 
continued appointment of Belgians in political positions. 
To protect their interests in southern Congo, the Belgians 
then reinforced forces still deployed in the country. This 
military element was called Force Publique (FP) which 
also had a small air element consisting of two Sikorsky 
S-55 and three Aerospatiale Alouette Il helicopters, a De 
Havilland Heron and ten De Havilland Doves, based 
at Leopoldville International Airport and at Kamina. In 
addition, the Belgian Air Force (FAB-Force Aerienne Belge) 
operated 16 North American T-6G Harvards and four 
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Fouga CM 170 Magisters from their Flying 
School at Kamina. The FAB’s No.15 Wing 
in the Congo also had flights equipped 
with Douglas C-47 Dakotas, C-54 (DC-
6) Skymasters, as well as some Fairchild 
C-119F Packet tactical transport aircraft.

In July 1960, under Tshombe’s 
leadership, Katanga dramatically seceded 
from the Congo and declared itself an 
independent state, charging President 
Lumumba with treason by selling out the 
country to the Soviets, even as he appointed 

and Sweden, whose expeditious deployment 
frustrated any possible Soviet intervention. 
However, because of Lumumba’s appeal to 
the Soviet Union for aid against Belgium, 
Nikita Khrushchev issued a “hands off” 
warning to the West, vowing resolute 
measures to curb any ‘aggression’. In fact, 
Khrushchev had simply taken advantage 
of the chaos to establish a Soviet presence 
in Central Africa. His protégé, Lumumba, 
soon employed nine Soviet-crewed Ilyushin 
Il-14 transport aircraft to ferry loyal ANC 
troops to the secessionist areas. 

The UN Secretary General Dag 
Hammarskjold soon appointed Conor 
Cruise O’Brien as his special representative 
in the Congo. However, Dag Hammrskjold 
was not fated to see his directions fulfilled. 
He was enroute to negotiate a ceasefire 
between the ‘non-combatant’ UN troops 
and Katangese forces of Moise Tshombe 
on 18 September 1960 when his Douglas 
DC-6 airliner (Swedish registered SE–BDY) 
crashed near Ndola in Northern Rhodesia 
(now Zambia). Hammarskjold and 15 
others perished in the crash which cause 
has never been officially determined but 
there were rumours that a Katangese Fouga-
Magister flown by a mercenary pilot had 
actually shot it down.

The FAB had, meanwhile flown a 
number of Fouga Magister jet trainers 
back to Belgium, yet the Force Aerienne 
Kantanguise (FAK) continued with a 
nucleus of five Doves, eight T-6s, a Heron, 
an Alouette II, a Piper L-18C and a single 
S-55 helicopter.

Prior to the induction of Indian Air Force Canberras, a task team of IAF officers headed by Air Vice 
Marshal Erlic W. Pinto, then AOC-in-C Operational Command (in picture above), was sent to the 
strife-ravaged country to assess the prevailing situation, check on availability of operational airfields 
for operations, navigation aids and general infrastructure. The team included then Group Captain 
Hassan Shamsi and Squadron Leader (later Air Marshal) SC Lal while the Army sent several senior 
officers including Brigadier (later Lt Gen) Sartaj Singh.

Remains of the Swedish DC-6 in which was travelling UN Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold

himself as ‘President’. Another development 
led to creation of the ‘Autonomous Mining 
State of South Kasai’, with Bakwanga as 
its capital.

Such utter chaos in post-independence 
Congo called for palliative measures to 
be provided by the UNO and Lumumba 
requested the world organisation “to 
intervene”. Thus the ONUC (Force de l’ 
Organisation des Nations Unies au Congo) 
was formed with 3500 ground troops from 
Tunisia, Morocco, Ghana, Ethiopia, Ireland 
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Incapacitated Belgian Fouga 
Magister at Kamina airfield

The Soviet ‘presence’ was short lived 
and the UN soon occupied - and closed - 
Congolese airports to all except UN flights. 
At this stage, Mobutu seized control on 14 
September 1960, expelled all Czech and 
Soviet Army ‘advisors’ and closed their 
embassies in Leopoldville. ANC troops 
loyal to Mobutu captured Lumumba and 
imprisoned him but Lumumba’s supporters 
threatened in retaliation to decapitate 
Europeans in Stanleyville unless he was 
freed. Antoine Gizenga, Lumumba’s closest 
associate, proclaimed a new, pro-communist 
government in Stanleyville on 13 December 
1960, again backed by the Soviet Union.

In January 1961, ANC units loyal 
to Lumumba invaded northern Katanga 
to support rebellion of Baluba tribesmen 
against Tshombe’s secessionist regime. 
Lumumba was flown to Bakwanga (where 
his aircraft could not land) and then 
continued to Elisabethville where he was 
promptly shot dead on arrival.

The murder  of  Lumumba was 
announced only on 12 February 1961, 
causing revulsion internationally. Belgian 
embassies were attacked in many countries 
and Belgian property confiscated. At this 
juncture, the Governments of Egypt, Soviet 
Union, Ghana and Yugoslavia “recognised” 
the Lumumba government. The world was 
getting very concerned indeed. In February 
1961, Gizenga’s troops controlled three 
out of the country’s  six provinces and he 
engineered expulsion of all Europeans and 
other foreigners. Gizenga soon agreed to 
join a central cabinet under Cyrille Adoula 
and to participate in a parliament with 
‘Lumumbists’ holding key posts. But the 
conflict worsened. The armed forces had 
remained under the UN, including the 
ANC (some 7500 troops) Gizengas Kivu 

Katangan troops along with mercenaries fighting UN forces 

Various aircraft types of the United Nations peacekeeping Air Forces are seen at Kamina including 
F-86 Sabres from the Philippines, Iran, and Ethiopia along with J-29s from Sweden. Also in the 

picture are S-55 helicopters and a lone C-47 Dakota  

and Orientale (some 7000 troops), the Kasai Balubas (3000 
troops) and the Katangese gendarmerie (5000 strong, including 
500 white mercenaries).

Tshombe quickly reinforced his military capabilities. His 
‘air arm’ was called KAT (also known as ‘Avikat’), based at 
Luano airfield and consisted of nine French-origin Fouga 
CM.170 Magisters and five German-origin Dornier Do28As. 
The Fouga Magisters were armed and in addition to  machine 
guns, could fire 68mm unguided rockets and drop 50 kg bombs 
which played havoc with constant attacks on opposing forces 
including those of the United Nations.

The ‘UN Air Force’
The arrival of Indian Air Force Canberra bombers in the 
Congo came at a time when the country was a virtual cauldron 
of conflict, diverse forces ferociously trying to dominate the 
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balkanised region. The main objective was to 
neutralise the Katangese Air Force (KAT), 
which was to be destroyed at the soonest by 
the unified UN Air Force under command 
of Air Commodore Morrison of the Royal 
Canadian Air Force.

The ‘UN Air Force’ in the Congo 
consisted of Ethiopian Air Force F-86F 
Sabres, augmented by those from the 
Philippines and Iran plus three Swedish 
Air Force Saab J-29B Tunnan fighters 
and two S-29C reconnaissance fighters 
plus a squadron of 16 Italian AF C-119s 
and a combined UN Dakota Squadron, 
commanded by an IAF Wing Commander 

Indian troops arrive in the Congo, marching past UN C-119 and 
C-47 transport aircraft

Indian troops with their vehicles on arrival in the Congo

Canberra B(I) Mk.58 interdictor bomber of No.5 Squadron IAF, in UN colours, prior to take off from Air Force Station Agra

with aircrew drawn from different Air Forces. The UN’s air assets were 
based at Kamina and were given a massive boost on 9 October 1961, 
when six Canberra B (I). Mk 58s of the IAF arrived, under command of 
Wg Cdr AK Suares. IAF ground support personnel had been transported 
from Agra in four USAF C-124 Globemasters. 

Sometime earlier, India’s Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru had been 
quick to respond to the UN’s appeal for help, and had immediately 
released Major General Inderjit Rikhye for the command appointment. 
In August 1960, Dag Hammarskjold, the UN’s secretary-general, made 
a personal plea for the secondment of Rajeshwar Dayal to head the entire 
UN operation. Following the loan of these and other key personnel, a later 
request for assistance by armed troops and military aircraft was received 
by the Government of India and help was again immediately granted. 
An Indian Army Brigade Group proceeded to the Congo and requests 
made to the Indian Air Force for ground support aircraft were agreed to. 

Indian Air Force personnel with Canberra of No.5 Squadron at Leopoldville in the Congo

Initially, the Hunter fighter ground attack aircraft was considered 
for the task but choice was changed to the Canberra interdictor-bomber, 
despite the fact that the UN had decreed that no bombs would be carried 
or dropped. This decision was made for three main reasons: firstly, the 
Canberra was formidably armed with four 20-mm cannon in a ventral 
pack; second, it had long endurance and great operational range, and 
third, a navigator and airborne navigation aids such as the ‘Green Satin’ 
were considered essential for the task in view of the poor weather and 
virtual absence of ground aids in central Africa. 

No.5 Squadron (Tuskers) equipped with the Canberra B (I) Mk.58 
interdictor bomber was to provide six aircraft, aircrew and ground support 
personnel. Led by the CO, Wg Cdr AIK Suares, the initial four Canberras 
left their base at Agra on 17 October 1961 for the Congo, flying by way 
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of Jamnagar, Aden and Nairobi; four USAF 
C-124 Globemasters transported the 150 
NCOs and airmen of the ground party, plus 
support equipment. Amongst the aircrew 
were two of the IAF’s finest bomber pilots, 
Flt Lts ‘Pete’ Gautam and Charanjit Singh 
whose actions in future major wars in the 
sub-continent were to become legendry. 

On arrival at Leopoldville, Wg Cdr 
Suares reported to the United Nations Air 
Commander, Air Commodore Morrison 
(seconded from the Royal Canadian Air 
Force), who had by this time an odd 
assortment of aircraft under his command, 
including, among others, those F-86 Sabre 
fighters from various Air Forces and Saab 
J-29s of the Swedish Air Force. Then there 
was this squadron of sixteen Fairchild C-119 
Packet transports of the Italian Air Force, 
plus a combined UN Dakota squadron 
crewed by members of various air forces, 
including those of Argentina and Brazil, 
being commanded by Wg Cdr GB Singh 
of the Indian Air Force. 

This was followed, in September, by the 
attempt to seize Katangese airfields and 
communication networks, but primarily 
for the protection of refugees. 

Towards the end of November came 
news of a massive build-up by the Katangese 
Army in Kolwezi, 130 miles NW of 
Elizabethville, then held by a battalion of 

the Indian Brigade. Indian 
Army personnel were 
being ambushed, and air 
strikes were being made by 
this lone Fouga Magister 
thought to be f lown 
by a French mercenary 
named Jacques Delen. 
This aircraft would fly 
over Kamina, and bomb 

hangars and the transport aircraft which 
regularly flew in from Leopoldville on 
supply missions. These aircraft, incidentally, 
came from a remarkable airline called the 
Seven Seas Company, with aircrews made 
up of Americans, Swedes and Britons. 
Their main task was to fly in full fuel drums 
abroad DC-4s and other aircraft types. 

By early December, the United Nations 
Air Commander was ordered to take 
action and the Canberra crews from No.5 
Squadron were summoned for briefing. 
Within hours, six Canberras took off, in 
three waves of two aircraft each, led by Wg 

Cdr Suares. The first pair were to attack 
and destroy the airfield at Kolwezi while 
the second and third waves were each given 
a series of grid map references for areas 
where Katangese troop concentrations and 
convoys had been reported. 

It was a formidable task, since the targets 
were over 800 miles (1,290 km) distant 
and route to the target was blanketed in 
cloud. The plan of action was to find a lake 
which lay to the west of Kolwezi and then 
map-read over the final leg to the airfield, 
using the ‘Green Satin’ airborne navigation 
aid. The moment of truth came even as Wg 
Cdr Suares dived, keeping a wary eye on his 
altimeter, to break cloud just 400 ft above 
surface of the lake : a quick check of lakeside 
features and he turned in to the airfield – 
and what a target ! 

A light transport aircraft had just taken 
off and had disappeared into the clouds 
hanging low above the runway. Two large 
transport aircraft were refuelling by the 
control tower and, parked behind the 
main runway, were some six or seven light 
transport and communications aircraft. 
Well off to one side in a jungle of clearing 
was that dreaded Fouga Magister which 
had ‘terrorised’ Elizabethville and Kamina. 

As Suares later recalled, I took out all the 
light aircraft with my 20 mm cannon on the 
first low level pass attack whilst Flt Lt Gautam, 

flying the second Canberra, 
destroyed the Fouga Magister. 
We made a rapid turn and, on 
the second pass, I concentrated on 
the heavy transports and control 
tower. During the second run 
in I saw that we had stirred 
up a hornet’s nest of activity. 
Katangese soldiers were running 
about everywhere, and scores of 

Accommodation was provided for the 
Canberra party some miles away at Limite 
and the IAF quickly settled into the new 
environment and, most importantly, got 
familiar with the area from the air. The 
intensive flying programme covered low-
level sorties at 500 ft and often lower, 
formation flying, night flying and in 
general ‘showing the flag’ for making their 
presence felt. The Indian Independent 
Brigade Group had, earlier in August, 
launched Operation Rumpunch to take into 
UN custody the many foreign mercenaries 
serving with the Katanga Gendarmerie. 

The hunted: Katangan Air Force Air Fouga Magister (image by 
Robert Craig Johnson)

The hunter: Indian Air Force Canberra B(I) 58 (image by Robert Craig Johnson)

Remains of a ‘Seven Seas’ Company DC-4 
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muzzle flashes told me that we were flying 
through a curtain of bullets. On the third 
and last pass I saw that all the parked aircraft 
and the control tower were ablaze, so we both 
hammered away at the stacked fuel barrels, the 
adjacent hangars and the buildings. 

The Canberras then set course for 
Kamina airfield, which was to be their new 
base. On arrival they learned that the raid 
had been an outstanding success. The other 
Canberras had all homed in on the lake, 
found their targets and dealt with them 
to great effect. After rapid refuelling and 
re-arming, the Canberras returned to the 
fray, knowing that they enjoyed complete 
air superiority, all the Katangese aircraft at 
Kolwezi and Jadotville having now been 
destroyed. 

Wg Cdr Suares led his Canberras back 
to Kolwezi for their second strike. On my 
first pass I flew low over the bulk petrol stores 
without firing, and was relieved to see people 
scurrying out of the way before I turned around 
for a second pass, firing a one-second burst. 
Since our cannon shells were loaded alternately 
with high explosive and incendiary heads, 
only one hit was needed to ‘whoosh’ off the 
entire line of storage tanks. On the third pass 
I concentrated on anything that had survived 
the previous attacks. As before, we were flying 
through an angry hail of small arms fire and 
as I pulled up I heard an ominous bang as 
my aircraft was hit in the nose area. My 
navigator, Flt Lt MM Takle was struck in 
the upper thigh. I pulled up through cloud 
and set course for Kamina, set the controls to 
automatic and climbed down and forward to 
render first aid. He was in great pain, and I 
had to apply a tourniquet above the gaping 
would before returning to the controls. On 
landing he was rushed to the UN hospital and 
subsequently recovered. 

Other Canberras sustained anti-aircraft 
fire hits as well, but thanks to the excellent 
work by ground technicians, none were 
grounded for more than an overnight. 
For the next week, the Indian Canberras 
made numerous armed reconnaissance 
sorties. The war was hotting up, and on 9 
December Wg Cdr Suares was summoned 
to Elizabethville for briefing. Again, I hitched 
a lift in a transport aircraft into the middle 
of the battlefield area, where I met Brig KAS 
Raja, commander of the Indian Brigade. He 
was in the thick of the battle and there were 
shells howling over our heads as he pointed out 
on the map areas he wanted neutralised, and 
then took me forward to point out the exact 

targets on the ground return to base, I briefed 
Sqn Ldr PPS Madan, Flt Lt Dushyant Singh, 
Flt Lt SC Singh and Flt Lt Peter Gautam for 
the operation. 

The Canberras once more carried out 
immaculate raids, with Flt Lt Charanjit 
Singh, despite heavy and accurate anti-
aircraft fire, “posting his cannon shells 

infantry troops from the Indian Brigade. 
The fire support given by the Canberra 
squadron was rated as the major factor in 
the battle for Elizabethville. 

The following weeks, into January 
1962, found the IAF Canberras flying a 
heavy programme of armed reconnaissance 
sorties, looking for targets of opportunity 
and striking at convoys wending their way 
along the enemy lines of communication. 
The weather was, as ever, unpredictable, 
from a few hundred feet clouds building up 
rapidly into a solid wall towering to some 
40,000 ft, vicious electrical storms were 
encountered and visibility in the driving 
rain was appalling. 

The combat pressures gradually died 
down hereafter but operational photographic 
reconnaissance missions still had to be 
flown, and visual confirmation on the 
state of vital targets such as bridges, troop IAF Canberras at Kamina 

Katangan and foreign mercenaries scatter during aerial attack at Elizabethville

straight into the post office” with devastating 
effect. This building housed the main 
communication Centre for the Katanga 
capital and its destruction was to have 
far-reaching effects. The other aircraft in 
the raid strafed road convoys, ammunition 
dumps and various strong points, much 
to the subsequent delight of Brig Raja. 
The transmitter was destroyed and with 
it, Katanga’s communication with their 
European mentors was snapped.

Over the next days, IAF Canberras 
continued to fly operational sorties around 
Elizabethville, often in direct contact with 
Forward Observation Officers who guided 
them on to their various targets, which were 
expertly camouflaged, often almost invisible 
from the air. The Katangan troops and 
foreign mercenaries fell back and Gorkha 
units followed up their attacks with other 

movements and concentrations reported 
back to commanders of the land battle. 

The main air actions had taken place 
from late November 1961 until early 
January 1962; soon after Wg Cdr (later Air 
Commodore) Suares handed over command 
to Wg Cdr (later Air Marshal) S Jena, to 
return to Agra and resume command of the 
main component of No.5 Squadron. He was 
later to receive a bar to the VrC he already 
had from a previous campaign. The Vayu 
Sena medal was won by Flt Lt P Gautam 
and five officers and NCOs of the ground 
party in the action in which the Indian 
Canberras provided the UN with their real 
force multipliers. 

[With extracts from ‘Himalayan Eagles’ 
Volume II, History of the Indian Air Force 
by Pushpindar Singh].
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A senior Indian team was led by Air Vice Marshal Erlic Pinto, which included Gp Captain Hassan Shamsi, 
Sqn Ldr SC Lal, Brigadier Sartaj Singh and other officers, to the Congo prior to induction of the Indian Air 
Force Canberras.

These rare images, taken in the Congo over 57 years ago are courtesy Air Marshal SC Lal (retd)
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Fourth May 2018 will go down as a 
red letter day in history of the IAF 
even as a venerable C-47/DC-3 

Dakota “returned home”, to its old family 
fold, the Indian Air Force.  Being from 
amongst the fighter aircraft fraternity, I 
have no pretences of having experienced 
the challenges that faced the Dakota and 
its gallant crew members when operating 
in the challenging Himalayan environment. 
But starting with the Kashmir Operations of 
1947 and thereafter, in the treacherous hills 
of the north east, it was the Dakota and its 
indomitable crew members that contributed 
immensely to safeguarding our national 
frontiers [see allied article].

In my view, these are the five stars that 
made 4 May 2018 a red-letter day: On this 
day, this Douglas DC-3 Dakota, given 
the tail number VP 905 and christened 

The Dakota returns ‘Home’
A Red Letter Day, Worthy of Five Stars

Air Marshal GD Sharma & 
Dakota VP 905

as Parashurama, joined the IAF’s Vintage 
Flight at IAF Station Hindan. 

Having been its primary transport 
aircraft and solid workhorse for several 
decades, the Dakota served with the 
IAF from 1947 onwards, playing a 
crucial role both in the Kashmir 1947-
48 and 1971 Indo-Pak conflicts, and in 
many counter-insurgency operations in 
between. Pioneered by the legendary Air 
Commodore (then Wing Commander) 
Mehar Singh (‘Baba’), the Dakota had 
made the first ever landing of a transport 
aircraft at the high airfield of Leh at 
an altitude of 10,700 ft. Earlier, RIAF 
Dakotas flew in troops and supplies during 
the siege of Poonch in 1947-48. According 
to aviation historian Pushpindar Singh 
“The Dakota is the reason why Poonch 
is still with us”. What better tribute can 

we pay to this aircraft which had made 
history during the Second World War 
and for several decades after? Inevitably, as 
time (and airframe life) took their toll, the 
faithful Dakota was retired some decades 
later, to give way to the Avro (HS 748) 
in Indian Air Force service, followed by 
other types. 

This particular example of the Dakota 
had been identified and bought from 
scrap, refurbished in the UK and ferried 
to India by a combined and determined 
British/IAF team. The tail number VP 
905 was appropriately chosen, being 
that of the Dakota piloted by Wing 
Commander KL Bhatia of No.12 Squadron 
which transported the first batch of troops  
(1st Bn, the Sikh Regiment under command 
of Lt Col Dewan Ranjit Rai) to Srinagar 
on 27 October 1947 and commencement 
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of IAF operations in the 1947-48 war. By the end of that first, fateful, 
day in October 1947, three Dakotas of the RIAF along with six civil 
Dakotas, had made 28 vital sorties from Palam (and Willingdon, now 
Safdarjung airports) in New Delhi, ferrying troops and their small arms to  
Srinagar and defence of the Kashmir valley.

70 years later
Over 70 years later, this Dakota (VP 905) was accepted by Chief of the Air Staff, 
Air Chief Marshal BS Dhanoa from the Rajya Sabha MP Rajeev Chandrasekhar, 
when a Gift Deed was signed on 13 February 2018 but it was later on 4 May 
2018 that the CAS formally received papers of the Dakota from the MP’s 
father, Air Commodore (retd) MK Chandrasekhar. 

This Dakota has now joined the IAF’s Vintage Flight at Hindan in 
the company of two other treasures, the Tiger Moth and Harvard. Since 
maintaining, flying and preserving vintage aircraft is well beyond the required 
skills of today’s “techno-logistic air warriors”, there has emerged yet another 
specialist breed who restore and maintain such vintage aircraft. The IAF, in 
keeping these aircraft airworthy and show casing them on special occasions 
will, hopefully, stir nostalgic memories amongst IAF veterans whilst inspiring 
air warriors of today and those of the future.

Air Commodore MK Chandrasekhar, a veteran Dakota pilot himself, with 
nearly 13,000 flying hours in the IAF, said at this memorable event that “this 
aircraft is dedicated to all air warriors and their families who served and flew 
the Dakota in various IAF operations in the remotest parts of India from 1947 
till its retirement.” His son Rajeev Chandrasekhar MP, had in an interview two 
years ago, said that because of his upbringing, had always been deeply interested 
in military history and being a pilot himself, also knew about aircraft. He was 
horrified to learn in 2010 that the last remaining Dakota at IAF Station Sulur 
had been sold as scrap. He later located one in Ireland, which needed to be 
refurbished and then bought it. But his proposal, in 2011, to gift this to the IAF 
met with a blank from the highest levels of government since he was informed 
that the IAF had no policy of receiving such gifts! Fortuitously, his perseverance 
paid off and in 2016 the government changed its stand. 

After this initial rejection, he reflected, “in many ways, the rejection of my 
proposal is emblematic of the way we treat our military, its history, traditions 
and sacrifices. Britain still celebrates the sacrifices its airmen made, and The 
Battle of Britain Memorial Flights reminds people of Britain’s finest hour.” In 
his view, true patriotism was not about slogans, “but recognition and honouring 
of those Indians who have protected our country and the military traditions 
that made those men”. 

He concluded that “India requires its political leadership to take an interest 
in its military history” and he personally did so by the example he set on this 
memorable day. 

Air Marshal Gian Dev Sharma
There were a galaxy of Air Force veterans at Hindan, 
amongst whom were many who had spent a lifetime 
with the Dakota, so it would be unfair to single any 
one for special mention, except that much like VP 
905 making history, there was one amongst them 
doing so as well.

It can be said with certainty that not only was 
Air Marshal Gian Dev Sharma the eldest Dakota 
pilot present that day, but in all probability also the 
oldest living Dakota pilot in the world. At 96 years 
of age, his family had made every effort to see that 
he did not miss this historic event. He came all the 
way from his home in Dehra Dun to be present 
on the occasion, to be with his faithful aircraft in 
which he had flown thousands of missions for so 
many decades.

Commissioned on 10 November 1941, GD 
Sharma spent the first few years in service with 
fighter squadrons such as Nos.1, 8 and 10, flying 
the Wapiti, Vengeance, Hawker Audax, Lysander, 
Hawker Hart, Hurricane, Tempest and Spitfire, 
amongst other types. His tryst with the Dakota 
commenced with No.12 Squadron on 23 November 
1947 with Dakota (MA 963) and he signed off his 
last Dakota mission on 4 December 1977 on HJ 
910. He had commanded No.12 Squadron from 
July 1958 to April 1960. In his years with the 
Dakota, in which he clocked  over 2600 hours of 
flying, these of course were operational missions 
but also VIP flying of the Prime  Minister on 20 
November 1948 in Dakota  HJ 205   from Palam 
to Srinagar and an early UK courier commencing 
from Palam on 5 February 1952 and returning on 
3 March 1952. On that courier the outbound route 
followed was from Palam to Jamnagar, Sharjah, 
Baghdad,  Nicosia, Eladem, Luqa, Istres, Geneva, 
Zurich, Paris and destination Abingdon. The 
inbound route was from Abingdon, Istres, Tunis, 
Castle Benito, Eladem, Nicosia, Baghdad, Bahrein, 
Sharjah, Jamnagar and Palam. 

Air Marshal GD Sharma retired as AOC-in-C 
Central Air Command, 40 years ago, in December 
1978. Undoubtedly, the greatest honour that Air 
Marshal Sharma could have accorded his Dakota 
Group colleagues was to continue displaying the 
leadership, courage and comradeship which marked 
his presence on this historic day. 

As for me, I can only say with nostalgia that I 
did not miss the thrill of flying the Dakota in the 
course of my testing career, my first such experience 
being in Dakota (IJ820) only on 4 December 1964 ! 

Air Marshal Brijesh D Jayal (retd) 
Photographs from Air Marshal  

GD Sharma’s family.
Air Marshal Gian Dev Sharma with family and friends at Hindan
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More than any other type, the 
Dakota dominated in its service 
with the Indian Air Force, quite 

appropriately with its glorious place assured 
in the history of aviation. The establishment 
of a transport unit in the Royal Indian Air 
Force was considered soon after the Second 
World War and No.12 Squadron was 
earmarked for eventual conversion to the 
C-47 Dakota general purpose transport. In 
fact No. 12 had initially been raised with 
Spitfires in December 1945 at Kohat and 
was to have re-equipped with twin-engined 
fighter-bomber aircraft but as these were not 
available, the transport role was allotted to 
this formation which received ten C-47s 
at Panagarh towards the end of 1946. An 
inauspicious beginning, for most of these 
aircraft were badly damaged and written off 
in wake of a cyclonic storm which hit the 
sprawling airfield and replacement aircraft 
were only available some months thereafter. 

The Squadron briefly trained on twin-
engined Oxfords at Bhopal and then moved 
to Mauripur for final conversion to Dakotas, 

The Douglas C-47 Dakota in IAF service

Indian Air Force History

RAF instructors being provided by Nos.10 
and 31 Squadrons RAF. During their 
training period, No.12 Squadron’s Dakotas 
flew passenger and freight runs from Karachi 
to Poona and Jiwani, carrying urgently 
needed water supplies to that drought-
stricken area. 

The Squadron then moved to Chaklala 
(Rawalpindi) in mid-1947 with a flight 
detached at Drigh Road and was involved 
with the Paratrooper Training School 
which was expected to function under a 
joint India-Pakistan command for three 
years. In the event, No.12 was allotted to 
India and Pakistan was to instead receive 
Dakotas assigned to No. 6 Squadron which 
was converting to the transport role from 
fighters at Drigh Road. In August 1947, 
No.12 Squadron with ten Dakotas (VP 
series) was rapidly transferred to Agra which 
became its permanent base in independent 
India. 

The Dakotas very soon demonstrated 
their worth dramatically in the turbulent 
times, one of the first operational tasks facing 

the RIAF on partition being evacuation of 
almost 30,000 refugees from a newly born 
Pakistan. In October 1947, large bands of 
raiders poured across the border into Jammu 
and Kashmir; on the 25th the Maharaja sent 
an SOS, signing the instrument of accession 
leading to the momentous decision to 
send Indian military aid to Srinagar. By 
midnight on 26-27 October,  329 men 
of the 1st Battalion, The Sikh Regiment 
had assembled at Palam airfield and three 
Dakotas of No.12 Squadron were airborne 
with the battalion headquarters at dawn, 
one company following’ in civilian Dakotas 
from Willingdon airport, the aircraft being 
landed at Srinagar unsure if the airfield 
remained in friendly hands. 

As recorded, “in the whole story nothing 
is more astonishing than the airlift of 27 
October which changed the course of 
history”. Lord Louis Mountbatten has said 
that in all his experience of SEAC and over-
the-hump flights to China, he had never 
known of such an airlift being effected at 
such short notice. In less than 48 hours over 

The world’s most widely used general-purpose military transport, the Douglas C-47 was military transport 
version of the commercial DC-3 airliner which first flew on 22nd December 1935 and entered service with the 
United States Army Air Force in 1941. Hundreds of C-47s entered a fourth decade of service in the 1970s and 
a total of 10,926 C-47s (Dakotas in RAF service) were manufactured in the USA, while licence production was 
also undertaken in the USSR and Japan. The C-47 could accommodate 28 troops or carry 7,500 lb. (3,406 
kg.) of cargo and was powered by two 1200 h.p. Pratt and Whitney R-1830-90c radial engines.
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a hundred civilian and RIAF Dakotas had 
been assembled to fly troops, equipment 
and supplies to Srinagar. RIAF and civilian 
pilots and ground crew worked by day and 
night. 704 sorties were flown unabated from 
Delhi, staging through Jammu, till the 17 
November. 

No.12 Squadron distinguished itself 
through all phases of the fourteen-month 
campaign in Jammu and Kashmir. With 
one aircraft damaged in the first critical 
month, the strength was nine Dakotas, 
supplemented by another eight aircraft in 
1948. The Dakotas played a valuable part 
in the recapture of Jhangar in March 1948, 
conveying tons of army requirements from 
barbed  wire to rations and ammunition 
right upto the ground troops forward 
lines. Meanwhile the garrison at Poonch 
held out against repeated assaults and to 
facilitate regular flow of air supplies, 6000 
refugees volunteered to work day and night 
in completing a rough airstrip in one week. 

On 12 December 1947, the first Dakota 
of No.12 Squadron landed initiating 
operation ‘Punching’ which signified flying 
in the vital stores and flying out refugees 

and casualties. Although in December the 
RIAF had landed a section of 4th (Hazara) 
Mountain Battery, hostile guns still had 
to be neutralised by 25-pounders. On 21 
March 1948, seven Dakotas landed the 
artillery and equipment both in day and 
by moonlight while the airstrip was being 
shelled. No.12 had a large share in the 
successful defence of Poonch, carrying out 
73 sorties in six days, flying in 421,000 lbs. 
(191,200 kg) of supplies and evacuating 
35,000 refugees. In September, with the 
airstrip again damaged, the Dakotas free-
dropped stores flying low over the airstrip. 
Dakotas not only operated from the difficult 
Poonch airstrip but from small semi-
prepared Auster fields, particularly Potha, 
for evacuation of serious casualties. 

The Dakotas now pioneered the air 
route to Ladakh. As the raiders’ threat to 
Leh became imminent, Air Commodore 
Mehar Singh undertook a flight to Leh on 
24 May 1948, along an uncharted route at 
25,000 feet (7,620 m.) and over the world’s 
highest mountain ranges, landing at an 
improvised strip at Leh, 11,554 feet (3520 
m.) a.s.l. In June, two companies of the 

2/4 Gurkha Rifles were flown to Leh from 
Srinagar in six Dakotas of No.12 Squadron 
fitted with improvised oxygen apparatus, the 
aircraft keeping their engines running while 
unloading and reloading and so building up 
the Leh garrison energetically. 

Dakotas also lent a hand in offensive 
action and some aircraft were fitted with 
bombs. In March 1948, RIAF Dakotas 
loaded with 500 lb. (227 kg) and 1000 lb. 
(454 kg) bombs, to be rolled out by hand, 
bombed hostile positions in the Rungad 
Nullah area of Poonch, this unnerving the 
hostiles. 

In the Hyderabad police action, as part 
of ‘Caterpiller’ Air Task Force, two Dakotas 
of No.12 Squadron were moved from Agra 
to Poona and, carrying 500 lb. bombs, 
scored two direct hits on Bidar airfield 
runway on 13 September 1948, despite 
machine gun and small arms fire. On the 
13-14 September night, Dakotas flew over 
Hakimpet and Begumpet airfields dropping 
leaflets with the ‘call-to-surrender’. 

Meanwhile, more Dakotas were being 
made available to the Air Force. The end 
of the Second World War had hundreds 
of aircraft formerly with the 3rd Tactical 
Air Force and US 10th Air Force and 
lacer surplus to requirement scattered at 
a number of maintenance depots. HAL at 
Bangalore was involved with overhauling 
and refurbishing of over one hundred of 
these Dakotas for the IAF during the period 
1949-51 (HJ, BJ, LI series.) In later years, 
about 12 aircraft were fitted with Wright 
Cyclone engines, and known as Hyper 
Dakotas, continued in service till 1967. 
Some other Dakotas were procured from 
the civil airlines and state royal flights and 
No.11 Squadron was subsequently formed 
in September 1951 as the IAF’s second 

Dakota (in civilian registration) at Srinagar airfield, 1987

Evocative drawing of IAF Dakota taking off from Poonch, during the seige of 1947-48  
[Collection of The Society for Aerospace Studies]
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transport unit. In 1954, No.12 Squadron 
was to receive C-119G Packets, becoming 
a composite unit as the C-47s were retained 
for some years till they were passed on to 
the newly-formed No. 43 Squadron. The 
third C-47 transport formation was No. 49 
Squadron, flying Dakotas in Eastern India. 

On 5 October 1947, the IAF had procured 
a Dakota of standard 21-seat configuration 
from Tata Airways and this aircraft  
(HJ 205) became the first of many in the 
HQ Communication Squadron, additional 
Dakotas, fitted out in the VIP configuration, 
forming part of this unit; other Command 
communication flights were to receive 
numbers of the Dakota as well. Dakotas 
transported VIPs and delegations far and 
wide. In December 1952 the retiring air 
chief was flown to the UK in an IAF Dakota 
escorted for some distance by six Spitfire PR 
Mk.XIXs and in September 1956, a Military 
Goodwill mission flew in a Dakota from 
Palam to Peking via Barrackpore, Hanoi, 
Canton and Hankow.

In 1948, coastal flight training was 
conducted on Dakotas and many a crew 
on maritime patrol duties in the B-24 
recalled their orientation on the versatile 
and ubiquitous Dakota. Yellow-painted 
Dakotas were given to the Conversion 
and Training Squadron at Agra which 
moved to Begumpet during December 
1956, subsequently expanding into the 
Transport Training Wing and being split 
between Begumpet (as No.1) and Yelahanka 
(as No.2) TTW. In 1949, the Navigators 
Training School was established at Jodhpur 
as part of the AFFC, the Dakotas being 
fitted-out with six navigational-signal 
consoles for the purpose. The Paratroop 

Training School at Agra had its complement 
of Dakotas while traditionally black-and 
yellow striped Dakotas served with Nos.1 
and 2 Target Towing Units at Cochin and 
Palam, towing sleeves for army and naval 
anti-aircraft gunners. The Dakota has also 
been engaged in photographic and other 
surveys of India with No. 106 (Strategic 
Reconnaissance) Squadron. 

Dakotas employed for aid-to-civil 
authority tasks for years and missions 
of mercy carried out from Rajasthan to 
Assam. In 1950-52, Dakotas dropped food 
and supplies at areas devastated by floods 
in Assam and Manipur, urgent medical 
supplies were dropped over Gyantse 
in 1954, food and material airdropped 
in Orissa, Gurdaspur, the Palwal area, 
Chamba, Lahoul valley and Nepal in 1955, 
food supplies rushed to Pangi valley and 
flood relief in Ceylon in 1956 and so on 
into the sixties, with airdropping of rice in 
Mizo hills, flood relief in UP and North 
Bengal, the Dakota has been the common 
factor. 

The main function however, remained 
tactical transport support to troops and 
para-military forces in the difficult jungle 
and mountain terrain of NEFA and the 
Naga Hills. With formations concentrated 
in Assam and detachments based at a 
number of airfields, the Dakotas airdropped 
ammunition and supplies, flying low in 
valleys and between hill tops, often facing 
hostile fire when flying in assistance to 
beleaguered posts in Nagaland. A Dakota 
was shot down while supply dropping onto 
a beleaguered Assam Rifles post at Purr on 
26th August 1960, and the crew kept in 
captivity for some years thence. 

In the 1962 operations against the 
Chinese, IAF Dakotas, augmented by some 
from Indian Airlines, flew in troops and 
supplies to forward airstrips and evacuated 
casualties, a note-worthy effort being free-
dropping of supplies at Walong even as 
Chinese artillery straddled that airstrip. 
In March 1962, a Dakota `freighter’ (VT-
CGP) was bought from Air India and in 
March 1963, six ex-RCAF. Dakotas were 
received as part of the aid from Canada 
making up some attrition. 

And so into the seventies, it was difficult 
to select a replacement aircraft to fulfil 
the same requirements. Although spares 
gradually become more difficult to procure, 
the venerable Dakota continued to serve as 
a tactical transport, VIP communication 
aircraft and a multi-engine trainer. The 
Transport Training Wing, combined at 
Yelahanka in 1970, was however to be 
discontinued from 1973 and the Navigation 
and Signal School at Begumpet supplanted 
the Dakota with the HAL-built (Avro)
HS 748. 

In December 1971, Dakotas formed Part 
of the fleet which airdropped paratroopers 
and stores in Bangladesh while in the West, 
an Air Delivery Flight  using Dakotas 
flew 207 sorties conveying vital spares 
and stores from Equipment Depots to 
operational units, this ensuring a high rate 
of serviceability amongst combat squadrons. 
The Dakota thereafter continued to make its 
contribution for some three decades of service 
with the Indian Air Force. [The Dakota was 
finally retired from IAF service in 1979]

[Extracted from ‘Aircraft of the Indian 
Air Force, 1933-73’ by Pushpindar Singh]

IAF Dakota at an Eastern airfield
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Air Vice Marshal Cecil Parker recollects...

The two outdoor activities I enjoyed 
most in my life were flying–and 
tennis! The former was of course 

my essential profession for 35 years whereas 
the latter was my preferred game for 65 
years. As a school boy in the 1930/40s 
I was introduced to tennis by my father 
who took me along to his club and, after 
playing, handed his racquet over for me to 
pick up the basics from the club markers. 
In college we were fortunate to have 
a court alongside our hostel and, with 
regular practice with some talented and 
experienced fellow students, I was able to 
make it to the college team by 1949-50. On 
joining the air force in 1951, a fellow flight 
cadet and I were invited to play tennis at a 
local club by our Chief Ground Instructor 
(CGI). My more experienced partner (he 
had represented BHU) and I were just 
able to get the better of the CGI (a future 
Services player) and his partner (a future 
CAS); both of them were to be my mentors 
in the years to come.

In the early 1950s, few fighter air 
bases had any courts in their Officers 
Messes or in nearby clubs, hence tennis 
was sporadic. However, three tenures at 
Defence Services Staff College (DSSC) 
in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s provided, not 
only joint services professional knowledge 
in the class room, but much tennis at the 
Wellington Gymkhana Club. In fact, while 
on the faculty in 1973-75, I was fortunate 
to have some keen and talented players who 
did the college proud in tournaments at 
various Planters clubs in the Nilgiris. 

One special game is remembered. My 
son, then a teenager in boarding school and 
a good tennis player, was on holiday and 
we were playing together at the Coonoor 
club when the legendary Krishnan and his 
teenage son (up from Madras/Chennai for 
the weekend) joined us. On discovering 
that we too were father and son, he invited 

TENNIS ANYONE?

us to play a friendly doubles; no prizes for 
guessing who won!

In 1980, while attending the course at 
the RCDS London, we were very fortunate 
to have the President of RAFTA (Royal Air 
Force Tennis Association) as a member. 
Thanks to his links, four of us from three 
different countries played regularly at the 
courts in Belgrave Square but where I had 
to learn to pick up tennis balls myself! He 
also helped us to attend the Wimbledon 
Championships that year. On the first day 
of the Championship my wife and I joined 
all the other Indians present at Court No 
17 to cheer young Vijay Amritraj. We were 
indeed lucky to see the top players of the 
day, but the best was yet to come. Thanks 
again to RAFTA, the four of us were invited 
to play a practice game at Wimbledon two 
weeks after the Championships closed, 
(“Tell your grandchildren you played here”) 
and were allotted Court No 17 ! (Since 
three of my grandchildren grew up within 
a kilometre of Wimbledon, they were not 
that impressed!).

Pos t  r e t i r ement  we  se t t l ed  in 
Secunderabad and were again fortunate to 
have tennis facilities at both the club and 
the RSI. On one occasion Nasiruddin Shah 
(whose brother was the then local Division 
commander) visited and I was invited to 

form up a foursome for tennis. His touch on 
the court was as effective as on stage/screen 
and provided a great deal of excitement to 
our ball boys at the RSI who were thrilled 
that the thespian celebrity was on their 
tennis courts.

On one of our many trips to the UAE 
I accompanied my teenage grandson to his 
club in Dubai where he was being trained by 
a professional coach from the Philippines. 
On learning that I was an old tennis player 
from India (I was then in my late 70s), he 
came over, introduced himself, invited me 
to play and mentioned that he had played 
against “your Amritraj”. I explained that I 
was an ordinary club level player but was 
delighted to see a fourth generation member 
of my family demonstrate excellent tennis 
potential under his training.

In my early 80s, I perceived that my 
tennis partners/opponents seemed to get 
younger and younger every day! After a 
fall on court (which fortunately broke no 
bones) my wife ruled out any more tennis 
and restricted my outdoor activities to the 
swimming pool. My tennis is now confined 
to the TV where I marvel at the power and 
precision of today’s top players. At this 
point I am tempted to draw some analogies 
between flying and tennis, but will leave that 
for another day...
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Review Issue V/1993

Wanted : an Advanced Jet Trainer
In a recent interview with the Vayu Aerospace Review, Chief of the 
Air Staff described the logic of the IAF’s need for an advanced jet 
trainer. With the obsolescence of all its trainer aircraft and the 
consequent need to induct new aircraft types, the IAF has been 
planning to take the opportunity to switch to the more modern 
two-phase system (basic and advanced), which streamlines the flying 
training, economises on the variety of trainer aircraft in service and 
the number of flying hours needed thus reducing the training period 
overall. “It is, therefore, necessary that the IAF adopts such a new 
training system as early as possible.”

Déjà vu
Forty years ago, in 1953, the motley collection of private airlines 
which then operated in Indian skies were nationalised and, under 
the Air Corporations Act, Indian Airlines Corporation (IAC) was 
created to provide scheduled air services throughout India, and to 
some regional countries. Now, in 1993, there is a déjà vu situation 
in reverse, with a motley collection of private airlines operating in 
Indian skies, but with the difference that they now challenge and 
compete with that very Indian Airlines Corporation.

40% Foreign Equity in Private Airlines
The Government of India have reportedly cleared the proposal 
for foreign equity investment in Indian aviation companies, up 
to a maximum of 40%. This will thus pave the way for direct 
foreign investment in some of the Indian air taxi companies by 
international airlines. Jetair, one of the more successful of the air 
taxi companies, had applied to the Government for permission 
to allow two international airlines to have an equity stake in the 
Indian company. The resultant Jet Airways has proposed that Gulf 
Air and Kuwait Airways should each be permitted to acquire 20% 
stake in the overseas parent body of this new airline.

RMAF requests IAF’s support
A delegation of the Royal Malaysian Air Force visited India during 
the last week of August for detailed discussions with the Indian Air 
Force on vital training and maintenance aspects of the MiG-29 air 
defence fighter. As per an agreement signed earlier this year, the 
Indian Air Force will provide servicing and overhauling facilities 
for the RMAF’s MiG-29s. IAF instructors will convert RMAF 

pilots onto this advanced fighter, both in Malaysia and India, while 
the IAF’s No.11 Base Repair Depot (BRD) at Ozar, will assume 
responsibility for maintenance support also seconding personnel to 
Malaysia for on-line maintenance training while major overhauls 
will take place in India.

IAF in earthquake relief operations
Following the devastating earthquake in the southern Maharashtra 
region, the Indian Air Force have flown hundreds of sorties to 
transport para-medical teams, food, medicines, tenting, construction 
equipment and personnel to the area. Nine Antonov An-32s plus 
Mi-8s and Chetak helicopters were deployed for the massive relief 
operations which were carried out from airfields as far apart as 
Palam, Hakimpet, Yelahanka and Poona.

Air India introduces B-747 Dash 400
The first four Boeing 747-400s ordered by Air India have joined its 
fleet, reaffirming Air India’s commitment to stay in the forefront of 
international aviation. Air India’s choice of the Boeing 747-400 was 
determined by the need to provide higher standards of comfort to 
its passengers, making the long haul flights a pleasure. The enhanced 
seat pitch and the additional leg room enables passengers to retract 
and recline the seat.

Indian Air Force Museum 
On 12 October 1993, in an informal but impressive event, the Air 
Force Museum at Palam was inaugurated as part of the 61st Air 
Force Day celebrations. The proceedings were inaugurated by Air 
Chief Marshal SK Kaul while Air Marshal Pratap Rao, AOC-in-C 
Western Air Command and Air Commodore VG Kumar AOC, 
Air Force Station, Palam gave brief presentations before taking 
the invitees for a voyage “down memory lane,” through the two 
exhibition galleries and the main hangar. The invitees were mostly 
serving and retired senior officers of the Air Force with their wives 
and included four former Chiefs of Air Staff, including Air Chief 
Marshals Arjan Singh, OP Mehra, SK Mehra and NC Suri.

Agro-Aviation Wing
The Ministry of Agriculture has decided to reform the agricultural 
aviation wing to handle locust control operations, cloud seeding for 
artificial rain and other aerial plant protection operations. Minister 
Balram Jakhar has said that cloud seeding was a viable proposition 
despite the failure of similar attempts in the past. This would be 
taken up on an experimental basis to begin with and if successful 
would be expanded.  The aviation wing once it was set up, would 
utilise the existing aircraft obtained from Vayudoot as also new 
purchases with aid given by USAID, the EEG and New Zealand.
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Tale Spin Tale Spin

Afterburner

Above and Beyond access to computers 
used in the exam by 
setting up a parallel 
network. They were 
giving answers to the 
questions with the help 
of experts even as the 
candidates were sitting 
idle in front of their 
computers. The exam 
was being conducted by 
Centre for Development 
of Advanced Computing 
(C-DAC) which had outsourced it to another agency.

 Fly by Wire ?!

A Fishy Tale 
The travails of  Air India 
get fishier day by day. In 
the latest chapter of this 
never-ending story, an 
AI Dhaka-Kolkata flight 
was delayed as security 
officials stopped the 
pilot of the aircraft from 
smuggling on board a 
2.5 kg hilsa fish, a much-prized delicacy on both sides of the Bangla 
border. Foiled in his nefarious attempt to infiltrate a doubly illegal 
Bangladeshi immigrant into India, the errant pilot had to leave 
behind his Piscean prize. 

Would-be buyers of the Airline could well tell the Maharaja to 
go fish, much to the satisfaction of jet-setting netas and babus who 
can continue to make free use of the carrier to give themselves a 
whale of a time. 

From The Economic Times

Vintage Times

Although the first Rafale MRCAs for the Indian Air Force will only 
be handed over a year from now, the recruitment branch are wasting 
no time in attracting young men and women to join the Service, 
with catchy advertisements showing the fine lines of this next gen 
aircraft to advantage. However, the tail numbers and identification 
markings have been airbrushed to hide their unit, which seems to 
be standard procedure today wherein images of all IAF aircraft 
receive such treatment.     

Alors !  But these are Armée de l’Air  Rafales which  always proudly 
display their squadron insignia ! 

Have a heart !

Revealing his great heart is Rajya Sabha MP Rajiv Chandrasekhar 
who located, restored and then presented a vintage C-47 Dakota to 
the Indian Air Force Vintage Flight in May 2018. Delving through 
history he had the aircraft given the tail number ‘VP 905’ to honour 
that very aircraft that flew Indian Army troops into Srinagar on the 
fateful date of 27 October 1947… 

... but the ever vigilant censors ensured that this tail number too 
was obliterated ! 

Force multipliers
IAF examiners were stunned when they found that tech-savvy 
fraudsters had hacked into their online exam to recruit non-
commissioned officers in Rohtak. The fraudsters had gained remote 

The two iconic shapes on Indian roads and Indian skies in the early 
1960s are exemplified by the Fiat 1100 Millecento car from Italy, 
built by Premier Automobiles in India and the MiG-21 fighter 
built by Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd in India. The former has long 
disappeared while the latter (in later variants) continues in the skies 
above the country.  Is there a moral to the story ?    

Old is Gold but keep Fishbed in the Bowl !


