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Meeting Notes – May 2016 
Richard Stark, a member of the Mercian Military History Society in Redditch, who had previously worked as an aircraft engineer, a driving instructor and also had connections with the motor industry, came to talk about  Operation Black Buck: the bombing of Port Stanley airport. His background of working at Hawker Siddeley was similar to his father’s – who had worked there during WWII.
He started by talking about the Falklands and how they came to be invaded by Argentina in 1982, and then spoke about the Task Force that set out from the UK in April, and established a total exclusion area over the Falkland islands.
Black Buck started on 30 April, with seven planned raids. The purposes were to achieve a huge propaganda boost, as well as to bomb around the airport itself at Stanley, so as to deprive the Argentinians the capacity to land fast fighter planes on its runway, which would help our planes when we went in.
Richard spoke about the operational concerns: the large distances for the missions from the UK, 12,600km (6,800 nautical miles), plus the refuelling needs. We could use Ascension island, however, which was leased from the Americans. 
Richard then spoke about the plane that would carry out the missions: the Avro Vulcan, 5-seated aircraft, though with an extra seat fitted for the refuelling instructor, who would fly on the mission, and was a vital part of the crew, as mid-air refuelling had never been done before with this aircraft. Another problem was flying over the sea for long periods at a time – which caused further problems relating to hallucinatory effects. 

Handley Page Victor bombers were adapted for uses as tankers, both to refuel the Vulcan on each mission, as well as to refuel other tankers. Three aircraft were to be refuelled at a time, with twelve tankers on the outward leg, plus two more for the return, and a Nimrod early warning aircraft. So fifteen tankers were required.

The three Vulcans (XM597, XM598 and XM607) used in the missions needed refuelling probes to be fitted, and engines boosted for 103 per cent capacity for take-off, as each one weighed 6k lbs heavier than normal take-off weights! Richard said that five Vulcans were readied for the job (the three for the missions, plus two in reserve – XM612 and XL391, based at Wideawake Island) with ECM pods fitted to each one. Oh, they also had a chemical loo supplied as well – due to the length of each mission: 16 hours in total!

Richard spoke about the training required for air-to-air refuelling – that did not go well!
The missions were designed to be flown at 40k feet for the majority of the flight, dropping down to 250 feet near the islands, ie under the radar scans. They were then to climb to 10k feet for the bombing run. Radio silence was to be upheld at all times.
1.1 million gallons of fuel would be used on each raid, but this did not necessarily guarantee anyone getting back to Ascension, and crews had to be prepared to ditch in very cold water. 
Black Buck One took off on the night of 30 April/1 May, and only 28 days after the islands had been attacked. Vulcan XM598, of 50 Squadron, took off and soon developed a problem almost from the beginning when a red pressure light came on indicating a problem with cabin pressure. They tried to pressurise, but four minutes into the mission the aircraft became unserviceable and had to return. The reserve now had to take its place: XM607, piloted by Martin Withers of 101 Squadron, which was already airborne. To compound this, a tanker then also had to return, after problems getting his refuelling hose out. 
Then it was discovered that fuel usage was higher than expected, and tankers started to return to Ascension practically out of fuel!

As the mission progressed and they got closer to the Falklands the Vulcan and two tankers encountered a violent electrical storm – which Richard suggested were not ideal conditions in which to refuel! There were problems yet again, with seemingly not enough fuel to go around, but the Vulcan decided, with 60 minutes to the target, to continue. The thinking seemed to be that why worry about the lack of fuel, as there was nothing they could do about it and they would worry about it after the bombs had been got rid of! It turned out later that the Vulcan was some 20k lbs of fuel short…
The bombing run then commenced, and they discovered they were only one mile off target – a phenomenal achievement after such a flight. Their on-board radar was also switched on for the first time, engines were given maximum power and they climbed to 10k feet, ready to bomb. In a little over 5:15,  21 bombs were released and the run was made for ‘home’. The Nimrod now got involved, to enable the Vulcan and Victor to get together for much needed fuel, though the Nimrod too was getting low on fuel. Richard commented that the refuelling plan had gone dramatically wrong – yet it somehow all worked! Some £5.5 million worth of fuel had been used, for what turned out to be a very successful mission.
Black Buck Two performed on 3-4 May, achieving yet more damage to the main runway, which shortened it considerably; Black Buck Three was cancelled before take-ff, due to weather conditions; Black Buck Four  was cancelled some five hours into the flight, due to a problem with the Victor fleet; Black Buck Five delivered  a successful mission on the 31 May, taking out anti-aircraft radar; Black Buck Six on 3 June again successfully attacked the radar installations, abut had to divert to Brazil (where it was interred for nine days0 and took no further part in the missions; and Black Buck Seven attacked the airport stores and some aircraft, again successfully. This was the last mission ever for the Vulcan, and they were then retired from active service. 
A very interesting and illustrated talk, with varied questions at the end that reflected the strategic and political aspects to the whole war and the missions themselves.

