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AIRCRAFT | BRISTOL BEAUFIGHTER

St

~ FILIPE s}LVA,,TELLs HOW PORTUGAL’S LAST TWO BEAUFIGHTERS TWICE ESCAPED THE ngAPMA

alking with my uncle, Tomaz

Silva, Portuguese Air Force

Chief of Staff in the 1980s,
about the conventional gun

.~ firepower of eur nation’s military

aircraft he surprised me. He ruled
out the Republic F-84 Thunderjet,
the North American F-86 Sabre,

@ 1 Fiar C.OIR Ging, the LTVA-7

5 Corsair Il and even the present state-

oy of-the-art General Dynamics F-16

Fighting Falcon. Tomaz said that he'd

' choose the Bristol Beaufighter.

There was another revelation: asa

young teenaget he had taken some
photographs of these aircraft for the
Pormguese Navy shortly after their
arrival in Lisbon in March 1945. T
immediately started badgering him to
find these images and to let me have
all the curious details of the story,
which, with its twists and turns, T
now have the pleasure of sharing with

you.

ELEVEN GUNS
In March 1945, a batch of 16
Beaufighters TEXs were ferried to

Lisbon for the Portuguese Naval
Air Arm. These had been acquired
to replace ageing Bristol Blenheims
whiich had been grounded the
previousyear.

The ‘Beaus’ were part ofa
consignment of 500 built at the
Bristol ‘shadow’ factory at Old
Mixon, Weston-super-Mare,
Somerset, between September
1944 and August 1945. Their RAF
serial numbers were: RD134, °148,
*173,°189, ’197, °199, °206, °209,
216,220, °250,°252,°253, 261,




(E AND RETURNED TO BRITAIN.

’319 and °320. They took up the
Portuguese serials BF1 up to BF16
— ‘BF’ for Beaufighter, as one might
guess. :

After delivery, four RAF personnel
stayed on for a few weeks for
transition instruction: Pilots, Sqn
Ldr G H Denholme prc and Flt Lt
Gregory; navigators Flt Lt Dodson
and Fg Off Sancha.

The aircraft were armed with
four 20mm cannons in the nose,
six 7.7mm machine guns, three in

each wing, and a 7.7mm Vickers & &
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The pilot attempted to land on
the beach at Torreira. Unfortunately,
. it broke in half and caught fire,
[ resulting in the death of all three crew
members.

Sometime later, another Beau had
a similar problem on a navigation
training flight. It was landed safely ar
Lisbon.

A modification was developed by
Bristol for all Hercules engines to
address the problem. The TEX was
fitted with 1,770hp (1,320kW)
14-cylinder, two-row; sleeve-valve

Hercules XVIIs.
- To make up for the
loss of BE7, a new TEX,
ﬂo////)f/"/{// //V&M/jﬁw/(/ RD862, was presented and
X / Ty /«m delivered on the April 26,
Ao 08 Dplieste. | 0 /5?? g / 1946, becoming BF17. It
Apove  machine gun in the dorsal LSS was unique in that it was
The distinctive ‘Cross of  position. They could also m@mm ey & . equipped with radar, having
Christ" visible under the 10y hombs under the ﬂ?}m e ireeat’s et e wng/ " a characreristic ‘thimble’
wings and an anchor on

the tajl of BF2 (RD148).
TOMAZ CSILVA

Right

Receipt from the Brisfol
Aeroplane Company,
dated October 3, 1946, for
the supply of replacement
TEX RD862 to Porfugal.
VIA AUTHOR

Right
Beaufighter BFilin
Portuguese skies circa
1945. Just visible is the
Portuguese Air Force
serial, painted after the
RAF serial, RD250.
MBEJAVIAACSILVA

wings or a torpedo under
the centre section. Quite
a strong punch to be used
in anger, cven by today’s
standards, as my uncle
noted.

The ‘Beaus’ were initially
stationed at Lisbon Airport
that at the time had, and still has,
some military facilities. It was there
in the spring of 1945 that my uncle,
aged 12, tool his photographs, using
his Brownie camera.

His father (my grandfather) was a
senior naval officer and the family
lived on base, and so access to all
sorts of equipment was quite easy,
even by children. Quite a difference
from today: my son was recently
intercepted by security guards at
Yeovilton while innocently

through the wire fence, of a
Sea Harrier on static

display. s FHe was

taking photos from the 1oad,

«mw

questioned as if he were a potential

terrorist. Times change — bur thar’s
another matter.

A BIRD TO AVOID
On October 22, 1945, three
Beaufighters left for Aveiro naval

air base near Sio Jacinto, about 150
miles (241km) north of Lisbon. Close
to their destination BE7 (the former
RD206) had an engine seizure due to
an oil distribution malfunction.

//"z.m -
G2, being balarce peymeant for Dr:

Sccre{‘ary

b THE present-day values.

nose. The Poruguese
government paid £5,000 for
RID862, abour £150,000 in

The accidents and their
consequences caused alarm among
the older hands of the navy and,
though some aircrew liked the Beau
immensely, others started to shun the
aircraft. It was said to be dangerous
and a bird ro avoid. Coincidentally,
there was a shortage of pilots at the
time, so the general mood tended
towards grounding the Beaufighter
fleet.

LOSING FACE

Having heard that the navy was
having problems with the Beaus,
the air fmce started bidding for
them almost immediacely. As
sometimes happens when individual
or institutional pride is pinched, a
ridiculous situation came about.

It appeared that the navy was
unable, or even fearful, of flying
this magnificent aircraft while
the air force would take them on
without hesitation. The navy was
aware of this possibility and did not
want to lose face if they handed the
Beaufighters over and, woe betide,
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they became a success. So, the navy
slowly started to ground the Beaus
and discard them, to the great
irritation of many in the air force.
In 1949, the Beaufighter unit
was disbanded, having flown very
lictle in the interim. The Beaus
were withdrawn from service
and dismantled. The last flight
in Porruguese skies was by BE17
(RD862) in 1949.

BULLFIGHTERS

During the process of dismantling,
Varela Cid, a well-known professor
from the Lisbon Technical Institute
{Instituto Superior Tecnico - IST)
asked if he could have some for his
classes and lecrures on aeronautical
engineering. At the time IST was
using a Blenheim as an instructional
airframe on campus.

The request was approved in 1950
and BF10 (RDD220) and BF13
(RD253) were sent to the IST.

On Saturdays, their engines were
started, causing an immense amount
of noise in the middle of Lisbon.
This thrilled the students and
irritated local residents.

1 spoke to one of students from
those days. Now 89, | Sardinha
mentioned an anecdote about his
somewhat eccentric professor and
the Beaufighters. During 1953 a
group of IST students were visiting
Bridish aeronautical engineering
institutions and facilities. One of
the hosts welcomed the visitors
and asked jokingly if cthey had any
bullfighters among them.

Professor Cid, who spoke very
bad English and was known to
be always ‘in a world of his own’,
quickly answered saying “Oh yes,
yes, we have two!” Cid was of course
referring to the Beaufighters, causing
amusement to all and surprise on

the part of their hosts.
NEW LIVES

Following the retirement of Professor
Cid, both Beaus acquired the title

of ‘avio non grata’ and everyone was

'A HELPING HAND

ealfi gh_ter TEIQ RDBG? on.showat: Abmgdon i
968, wearing the wartime.cades of 600/ -
| Squadron. ROY BONSER KEC.

= Oxfordshire
« of RD867 so that it could appear in the stz
- 50th anniversary celebrations in June
-~ After the celebrations, the

Rockcliffe, Ontasio, for the National Avi
_ direction was Fairchild-built Bolingbroke
-at Hendon.

cager to get rid of them. Once again,

they faced the scrapyard.

‘What happened next must have
one of two possible explanations.
As IST had frequent contact with
the UK, an offer went out to hand
on the Beaufighters to the fledgling
RAF Museum. Or, perhaps it was the
reverse: the RAF asked if they could
acquire one of the survivors.

Whichever way around the link was
made. In July 1965 BF13 arrived at
Bicester, Oxfordshire. Its restoration
started in February 1967 at St Achan,

‘Wales, and finished the following year.

On March 15, 1971 the Beaufighter
was installed at the RAF Museum in
Hendon where it remains on display,
in D-Day markings.

By 1966, the other IST Beaufighter,
BF10, had been moved to Alverca,
the Portuguese Air Force maintenance
facility, a few miles north of Lisbon.
As ayoung teenager | remember
seeing BF10 in a sorry state with grass
growing around and through it.

In 1968, Alverca was earmarked as
the site for the Portuguese Air Force
Museum - Museu do Az - which
opened its doors to the public in the
summer of 1971. With the museum,
the Beau gained a new lease of life, it

When the RAF Museum was Ionkfh[;_r for.a
Beaufighter, the hufk of target-tug TT10
RD867 was salvaged fromthe dumpat, *
Takali, Malta,.in1964. It hadbeen used by
the Malta Communications Squadron and
Was struck officharge on December: 11,1958.

When former Portuguese Air Force BFI3
(RAF RD253) was presented to the museum
in July 1965, it joined RDBET at Bicester,

. Parts from BF13, including its Hercules KViFengines, were used'in a restoration

isplay:e at Abmgdon @xfﬂrdahlre forthe RAF

ed'tn B13and ROB6T was shipped to

useum of Canada. Coming in the ot

001, at present on/display. af the RAF Museum

would not be scrapped; but did face Left
many more years in the open air. Engine runs on BF14.

An exchange was arranged with the HEGSILYY
Sourth African Air Force Museum
in 1983. Supermarine Spitfire IX
MI.255 arrived at Alverca from Snake
Valley, Pretoria, while BF10 headed
south.

Inidally the SAAF Museum wanted
to bring the Beaufighter back to flying
status but it was in static display unil
2000. That year, on April 15 the
SAAF Museum’s airworthy Spitfire TX
5518 (TE213) crashed at Swartkop.
"To raise funds for its restoration, the
Beaufighter was put up for disposal.

The National Museum of Flight
at the former East Fortune airfield
in Scotland launched a campaign
o acquire BF10 and in two days
donations from the public had
produced £190,000. The Beaufighter
arrived at its new home on December
12, 2000 but it has mostly been in
store ever since.

[East Fortune was the home of 132
(Coastal) Operational Training Unit
from November 1942 to May 1946.
The unit was a major opetator of
Beaufighters - £n.]

Against many odds, Portugal’s last
Beaufighters survived the axe. Had it
not been due to an eccentric professor
of engineering and pure chance,
RD220 and RD253 would most
definitely have been scrapped. They
are now back in their narive Britain

and happily retired.

Bottom left
Beaufighter dauble

at St Athan, Wales, in
early 1969. To the left
is RD253 (formerly
Porfuguese BFI3)
nearing its restoration
and right is TT.10
RDB67 destined for
Canada. kec

The author wishes to thank bis uncle,
Tomaz C Silva, cousin A C Silva and [
Sardinha for providing the photos and
helping on the research for this feature,
Peter Devitt of the RAF Museum for
details of BF13 and Cobus Toerien for
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