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Gloucester’s Near Miss: The Crash of Vickers Varsity G-APAZ
by John Putley

Introduction

Forty-four years ago a twin-engined Vickers Varsity crashed in the suburbs of Gloucester, killing the two
pilots onboard. The fact that it only claimed two lives was something of a miracle as the aircraft narrowly
missed coming down on a city school. This famous incident made headline news all around the world
thanks to photographs showing the wrecked aircraft sitting on top of a house.

Background

Originally numbered WF415, G-APAZ was a Varsity T.10 training aircraft built by Vickers-Armstrong for
the RAF in June 1952. It flew with RAF Training Command until 1954 when it was placed into reserve.'
In March 1957, it was transferred to the Ministry of Supply and sent to the Royal College of Aeronautics at
Cranwell. After undergoing modifications to ‘civilianise’ its airframe it was handed over to Smith’s
Aircraft Instruments of Cheltenham. At the time, Smith’s were developing a new autopilot and automatic
landing system for the RAF and the company required a modern aircraft to test the avionics. The Ministry
offered Smith’s semi-permanent loan of WF415 and the company agreed, taking charge on 1* May 1957,
when WF415 was issued with a Special Category Certificate of Airworthiness (Sub-division (g) Research
& Experimental) and a civil registration, G-APAZ. The Varsity joined Smith’s Aviation Division Flying
Unit* at Staverton soon afterwards and quickly became the stalwart of the autoland development
programme, to the point that by October 1958 it had made over 700 ‘hands-off” landings under automatic
control. Its time with Smith’s was not without incident however and the worst mishap occurred on 19
September 1961 when the undercarriage was accidentally retracted whilst the aircraft was on the ground,
causing serious damage to the fuselage.’

The last flight of G-APAZ

At 0945 on Wednesday 27 March 1963, in fair weather and a light southerly breeze,* G-APAZ took off
from Staverton’s Runway 22° with Smith’s pilots Kelston Thomas and Russell Palmer at the controls. The
flight was the last of a conversion course that Thomas was taking to qualify him to fly the Varsity as pilot-
in-command. The purpose was to test his ability to fly and land the aircraft on one engine and to do this he
was to make a single-engined landing at Pershore (Throckmorton) aerodrome and a single-engined
overshoot at Staverton. Both men were expert pilots with almost ten thousand hours flying time between
them. Palmer (aged 39) had learnt to fly in WW2 and had flown Lancaster bombers over Germany. He
later became an RAF test pilot and instructor and also held the Guild of Air Pilots and Navigators Master
Pilot award. Thomas (aged 27) had also learnt with the RAF and had flown jet fighters and heavy
transport aircraft before he joined Smith’s as a test pilot in March 1962.

At 1000 the Varsity was nearing Pershore when Thomas and Palmer shut down the starboard engine. At
1010, the Varsity made a successful landing on Runway 21 at Pershore and ten minutes later, after
restarting the engine, it took off and headed back to Staverton. A little later® Thomas radioed Staverton
tower to ask for permission to make a single-engined overshoot. The air traffic controller, William
Johnson (Staverton’s Senior Controller), gave permission and shortly afterwards, the pilots shut down the
port engine. A few minutes later, G-APAZ crossed the threshold of Runway 22 at an altitude of 78m
(200ft) with its port engine stopped and its undercarriage and flaps lowered. As the Varsity flew straight
and level down the runway, its wheels and flaps were raised and it began climbing away. All was normal
until G-APAZ passed west of Chosen Hill, when it suddenly began to turn to starboard. This was unusual
as aircraft normally turned to port at this point to avoid both Robinswood Hill and flying over Gloucester
at low altitude. As the Varsity passed over Barnwood at about 230m (700ft), it straightened up its turn but
then its starboard engine appeared to lose power, its engine noise ceased and the aircraft began to lose
height rapidly. Moments later Thomas made a final radio transmission: “Mayday. Total engine failure.

Going down on outskirts of Gloucester”.















accidental operation of the switches, prevented easy viewing of the position of the switches. This

contradicted an Air Ministry instruction of March 1957 that ordering the fitting of finger guards to new

Varsitys because of a few incidents when the switches had been accidentally moved causing engines to
19

stop.

Conclusion

There can be no doubt that the Air Ministry’s investigation reached the correct conclusion and that the
crash of G-APAZ was caused by pilot error. In general, the Varsity was a fairly safe aircraft and of the
163 built, only 17 have been lost through accidents, with all except three being RAF training aircraft.
Russell Palmer and Kelston Thomas were popular, well-respected members of the local aviation
community and thcir deaths were a tragic loss and a great shock. The two men were also excellent pilots
and if they not been then it is likely that the Varsity would have crashed earlier than it did — probably in the
streets of Tredworth where the death toll would have been much greater. As dramatic as this incident was,
it could so very easily have been far worse.
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