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ACCIDENT

Aircraft Type and Registration:  Vickers Armstrongs Ltd. Spitfire IX, G-BRRA

No & Type of Engines:  1 Rolls-Royce Merlin 70 piston engine

Year of Manufacture:  1944 (Serial no: CBAF 8185) 

Date & Time (UTC):  1 August 2015 at 1300 hrs

Location:  Biggin Hill Airport, Kent

Type of Flight:  Private 

Persons on Board: Crew - 1 Passengers - None

Injuries: Crew - 1 (Minor) Passengers - N/A

Nature of Damage:  Right wing detached, extensive damage to 
fuselage and propeller

Commander’s Licence:  Airline Transport Pilot’s Licence

Commander’s Age:  52 years

Commander’s Flying Experience:  7,710 hours (of which 294 were on type)
 Last 90 days - 145 hours
 Last 28 days -   52 hours

Information Source:  Aircraft Accident Report Form submitted by the 
pilot and additional enquiries by the AAIB

Synopsis

The aircraft had just taken off when the pilot heard the engine ‘cough’, followed shortly 
afterwards by a substantial loss of power.  He force-landed the aircraft back within the 
airfield perimeter but it was badly damaged when it struck a line of trees.  The engine has 
not been fully examined although a defect involving an engine inlet valve was noted.

History of the flight

The aircraft took off from Runway 29 at Biggin Hill Airport.  The pilot retracted the landing 
gear and reduced power to 2,400 rpm and +4 boost but, one or two seconds later, he 
heard the engine ‘cough’.  This caused him some concern, so he turned the aircraft back 
towards the airfield, intending to climb overhead to investigate before proceeding en-route.  
A few seconds later, the engine lost power and the pilot could see flames coming from the 
right-hand exhaust pipes.

He closed the throttle but realised that he did not have enough total energy to return to 
the airfield.  He therefore increased throttle, finding that only some 10-20% power was 
achievable, but this, combined with a reduction in airspeed, was just sufficient to reach the 
airfield.  However, it was not enough to reach a runway so, by the time the airfield boundary 
was crossed, the pilot levelled the wings and landed straight ahead since he feared that the 
aircraft might stall.  The aircraft touched down on its main landing gear on waste ground 
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to the eastern side of the airfield (Figure 1).  It was heading towards a line of trees and the 
pilot attempted to steer towards a small gap between them but the right wing was detached 
at the root when it struck a tree.  The aircraft spun round and ran backwards up a bank 
before coming to rest on its right side.  The pilot was taken to hospital as a precaution but 
had suffered only minor injuries.

Figure 1
Aerial view of the accident site with G-BRRA circled. 

Note that Runway 21/03 visible at the top of the picture was not the one used for takeoff.  
(Photo courtesy National Police Air Service)

A limited examination of the engine after the accident suggested that a cylinder in the right 
bank had a broken inlet valve spring with a penetration of the associated induction flame 
trap.  It is unclear whether this on its own would account for the substantial power loss and it 
is intended that the engine will be further examined during the recovery and repair process.  
However at the time of writing, there is no definite timescale for when this examination will 
take place. 
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