
Propellor heads 

Many of those in the Seven community seem to share 
a fascination for machinery and especially things that fly. 

Pierson Broome recounts the Carrotlanders' recent tour of 
RAF Wattisham, home to the Apache AH-Mkl . 

RePulsing 
the enemy 

I N T HE WONDERFUL Restaurant at the End of the Universe, one of the 'Hitchhikers Guide . .. ' books 

by the sadly-departed Douglas Adams, the author describes a weapon which is being brandished 

a t two of the book's heroes, Arthur Dent and Ford Prefect: 

The Kill-0-Zap is a deadly brand of weaponry. The designer was clearly not instructed 

to beat about the bush. "Make it evil," they've been told. "Make it totally clear that this 

thing has a right end and a wrong end. Make it totally clear to anyone standing at the 

wrong end that things are going badly for them. If that means sticking all sorts of spikes 
and prongs and blackened bits all over it, then so be it. " 

As O UR ASS EMBLED group Stood in front of 

the matt-black Apache AH- Mk 1 attack heli­

copter to record the visit for prosperity (and 

this Lowflying article) I couldn't help hut be 

reminded of tha t passage. Whenever members 

of the Taliban are 'standing at the wrong end ' 

and 'things a re going badly for them' out in 

Afghanistan, I suspect they're thinking some­

thing different, though ... 

Warrant Officer Class 1 (Artificer Sergeant 

Major) Martin Smith is my friend and an erst­

wh ile regular squash oppon en t. I had fi rst 

ap proached him about th e possibil ity of 

a rranging a tour of the Depth Support Uni t 

(o s u ), which mainta ins operational air-wor­

thiness on the Bri tish Army's fl eet o f 

AgustaWestland Apache helicopters at RA F 

Wattisham in Su ffolk, afte r so unding out 

members of the Suffo lk and Norfolk 

'Carrotlanders' group some months previ­

o usly. Knowing the Sevener's love of all things 

oily I had assumed that an up-close-and-per­

sonal sight of o ne of the world's most sophis­

t icated p ieces o f m il itary hardware m ight 

prove popula r-and so it did. Martin sought, 

and was granted, permissio n to escort fifteen 

Club m embers around the various Pulse Line 

station s (in the largest free-stand ing building 

in the county) on a Summer Saturday morn­

ing. Once the invitation went out the places 

were snapped up in no time at all. 

Being greeted by the Earthly equivalen t of a 
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Kill -0 -Zap gun, the Army's SA80, toted by a 

stern-looking soldier in army fa tigues at the 

base's main gate set the tone fo r the level of 

security which surrounds the ho me of these 

awesome machines. "No cameras and please, 

don't touch anything", requested Martin, "this 

stuff is all pretty expensive . .. " How expensive? 

Try a 'list price' of £37 m illio n each, but with 

the Army's additions closer to £40 million a 

piece. And there are sixty-seven of them ... 

The Whitehall mandarin who signed a ch eque 

for £2,68o,ooo,ooo must have made a sharp 

intake of breath when taking the cap off his 

Montblanc a few years ago -although with 

upgrades and tactical add it ions to the fleet the 

total cost now exceeds £4bil lio n. 

But once Marti n began to explain the 

armo ur, avionics, target ing systems, naviga­

tion controls, payload capabilities and the like 

it soon became apparent why the Apache cost 

as much as it did. And to put things into per­

spective, our American cousins operate Soo of 

them - they have as many in three battalions 

as the British Army has in total. 'Our' Apaches 

(the Mkl derivation, meaning Longbow radar­

equipped and distinct from their AH-64N'o), 

however, a re superior devices: the rotor blades 

are designed to fold, enabling ship-based use; 

the engines are more powerful British-made 

Rolls-Royce TurboMeca units producing 2,100 

bhp each against the American's 'paltry' 1,8oo 

bhp General Electric equ ivalents - and ours 

Comparing a Seven to a military 
helicopter might seem a touch fanciful, 
but terms such as specialized, focused, 

effective, hard-worked and lovingly 
maintained come to mind. 

If you've ever stripped down your 
Seven for maintenance, you would be 

fascinated by what goes on here ... 

sport that distinctive domed Lo ngbow rada r 

sensor array which sits on top of the rotor 

stack wh ich many of the US machines do 

without. Many other componen ts and features 

a re shared of course, in clud ing the 3o mm 

M230 chain gun slung beneath the helicopter 

and capable of being ain1ed through interac­

tive target ing systems built in to the operators' 

helmet visors. Both pilots' and co-pilots' hel­

mets have an eye-piece displaying vital tactical 

information-when engaged, either occupant 

can simply turn their head to look at a threat 

and the chain gun automatically follows their 

gaze. Very Terminator .. . 

However, as deeply impressive as the 

Apache itself is, the osu Pulse Line upkeep 

facility with its t ightly-con tro lled processes 

and tin1ings is even more so. In 2006 the Army 

built a maintenance li ne of un paralleled effi ­

ciency at Wattisham. Each Pulse is a stand 

where a helicopter is first meticulously broken 

dow n componen t by component and then 

carefully re-assembled once it reaches either a 

450-hour or 900-hour flying limit - think of it 

as a 6,ooo- and 12,ooo-miJe service routine but 

with a little more involved than a change of 

oil, filter and spark plugs ... 

O n the morning of our group's visit Pulse 1 

presen ted us with what looked for all the 

world like a 1:1 scale Airfix kit, an Apache with 

its composite panels removed, engines and 

gearboxes st ripped, armaments dismounted, 



RePulsing the enemy 

avionics, cockpit and seating pulled and the 

rotors (main and tail) hived off to safety else­

where in the facility. Just the airframe 

remained. It was sitting on very expensive­

looking axle stands the like of which simply 

aren't available in Halfords. Every component 

is inspected , refurbished and/or replaced 

according to wear, time- limit o r damage 

before the helicopter moves o n to Pulse 2 and 

the process of careful reassembly begins. Each 

Pulse move continues the re-build procedure 

until the Airfix kit once again starts to resem­

ble a fully-fledged attack helicopter. Pulse 6 is 

the fi nal Pulse for work, but Pulse 7 is for 

Flight Test and is the final stand where the 

main engines undergo testing and thereafter 

the pilot check-list followed to the letter to 

re-start and then fly the he licopter for the 

first time. Each Pulse stand 'owns' the Apache 

for a rota of nine days, each split into a 

m orning and afternoon shift pattern, meaning 

that it takes 54 days, plus time for Pulse 7 

Flight Test routines, in total to fully service 

these machines. 

Members of the Carrotland 
squadron present themselves 

at RAF Wattisham for a 
rare opportunity to go behind 

closed doors and see how 
the Apaches are serviced. 

If parts which are manufacturer-only serv­

iceable need attention this can mean returning 

them to places such as Florida and an associ­

ated lead-time of up to 450 days(!), necessitat­

ing the freq uent cannibal isation of 

parts from other aircraft. In such instances the 

helicopter in quest ion can be consigned to a 

'hospital' bay within the facility, meaning that, 

with the addition of three H ybrid o su line 

Modification Bays, at any o ne time there can 

be up to eleven Apaches in varying states of 

undress sitting in the vast building. 
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During our visit there was in fact a twelfth. 

A fully-operational 'cab' (a colloquial Army 

term of affection for these rather exp ensive 

taxis ... ) had been especially positioned in 

front of the closed hanger doors specificall)' 

for our (Army-permitted and sanctioned ... ) 

photograph. 

It is often said that ' form follows function' 

and, with something as highly sophisticated as 

the AH-64, that's totally poss ible to believe. 

Yet somehow here was what looked fo r all the 

world like a massive, malevolent mosquito, 

sinister and intimidating, asleep now but 

ready to pounce with its deadly scaled-up bite 

simply for the want of asking. It's a device 

designed fo r killing and as evil-looking as cvil­

.looking gets. 

In an age where the term ' logistics' was hi­

jacked some time ago to describe the storage 

and movement of cornflakes and toilet rolls, 

the Army's cool, calm and highly-polished 

professionalism serves to remind us of from 

where the expression originates. The adjoin­

ing warehouse next door to the Pulse lines 

contains multiple replacement parts fo r just 

about every component and is operated on 

the same principles of management, goods-in 

and despatch as civilian fac ilities. The differ­

ence is that it is all simply taken as a given­

it's something the Brit ish Army has always 

done superbly well and is the blue-print for 

successful supply chain operations in the com­

mercial world. In this qu iet, unassuming part 

o f sleepy Suffolk one of the world's most 

sophisticated pieces of milita ry machinery is 

kept flying by a dedicated team which most 

The bally Carrotlanders are: 
John 'Chalky' Cockburn; Nick 'Dusty' Woods; 
Nevil 'Wilko' Smith; Paul 'Maverick' Scott; 
James 'Biggles' Brierly; Andrew 'Handlebar' 
Hooper; Kingsley 'Ice Man' Young; 
Brian 'Binky' Wood; Dave 'Chopper' Bridges; 
Mike 'Tail-gunner' Brooke; Rupert 'Bader' 
Batho; Geof 'Wing Co' Carlton-Smith; 
Steve 'Ginge' Wright; Pierson 'Ace' Broome. 

people know nothing about, yet who are pro­

viding the necessary environment to ensure 

our t roops' on-going safety and security in 

far-flung theatres of war. 

Living in th is part of Suffolk I frequently 

hear the distinctive heavy ' whump' of an 

Apache's rotors as crews run through practice 

drill after practice drill in the skies overhead. 

Having now seen one stripped almost ba re 

and appreciated the complexity of their design 

and construction they hold even more of a 

fasc ination for me. 

Questions exhausted and our one photo­

graph taken, the Carrotland group members 

emerged blinking into bright sunlight on the 

Wattisham airfield apron after the tour - I 

know that I speak for us all when I say that we 

felt privileged to have been allowed to sec, lit­

erally, the inner workings of these incredible 

machines and the facilities which main tain 

them with such little fuss and bother. 

I am particularly indebted to WOl (ASM) 

Martin Smith for making it all become a 

reality: without him none of it could have 

happened - heck, I may even let him win our 

next squash match... • 



INDEPENDENT LOTUS & CATERHAM SPECIALISTS 

Your 

Wanted 
If you are thinking of selling your Caterham contact Paul Clugston 
to discuss straight sale, commission sale, part exchange or whatever 

0 01227 728190 ~ www.uksportscars.com 

-- ----------- --- -- -- -----
Lowflying November 2012 25 




