
By Royal

C
hipmunk WP903 was 
among hundreds of the type 
licence-built in the UK and 

while most faced unremarkable 
futures training thousands of 
pilots, this one was destined to find 
a unique place in history.

The trainer left the Hawarden, 
Flintshire factory in 1952 as a 
DHC-1 Chipmunk T Mk.10 
(C/N C1/0776) and was delivered 
to RAF Cranwell, Lincolnshire, 
for service in November that 
year. It was usual for trainers to 
move locations as required, and 
consequently be held in store 
for periods of time. This was 
a common theme on WP903’s 
movement card as it relocated to 
10 MU at RAF Hullavington, 
Wiltshire, for the first of several 
visits in February 1955. After a 
few months in storage, WP903 

was allocated to Aberdeen 
University Air Squadron (UAS) 
on short-term loan, during which 
instructors used it for summer 
camp flying activities. Having 
fulfilled its loan requirement, 
the Chipmunk moved back to 
the place of its ‘birth’ at RAF 
Hawarden in July 1955, where 
it was taken on strength by 63 
Group Communications Flight. 
By November the following year, 
WP903 was back in store with 10 
MU at Hullavington until once 
again being allocated summer 
camp duties, but on this occasion 
with Cambridge UAS.

Another return to Hullavington 
in late August 1957 meant WP903 
was back in store with 10 MU, 
until being allocated to Station 
Flight duties at the former RAF 
Fighter Command sector HQ 

at St Eval, Cornwall in March 
1958. During its relatively short 
stay, the ‘Chippie’ may have been 
employed on air experience duties 
for Air Training Corps cadets, 
before heading northeast in April 
to join 1 Flying Training School 
(FTS) at Linton-on-Ouse, North 
Yorkshire. By mid-November 1958 
the aircraft returned to store, but 
with 22 MU at Silloth to the west 
of Carlisle. This move effectively 
marked the end of the aircraft’s 
‘normal’ service life, as significant 
developments were about to take 
place, that would make WP903 
stand out from the crowd.

Regal opportunity
In 1960, the Queen’s Flight 
sought a special addition to its 
fleet. It is well known the Royal 
Family had an interest in flying, 
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and the RAF Queen’s 
Flight was required to 

employ an airframe 
for training 
purposes. At the 
time, Their Royal 
Highnesses Prince 

Michael, Prince 
William and the Duke of Kent 
were all candidates for 
flight instruction, and the 
Chipmunk was considered 
perfect for the role. In September 
the flight assessed WP903 at 
Silloth in Cumbria and it was 
selected to join the fleet, once 
major engineering work had 
been completed. 

As the aircraft would be used to 
fly members of the Royal Family, it 
was decided that wings, tailplane, 
fin, rudder, engine and fuel tanks 
should all be replaced. The work 

was carried out in 
September 1960 and effectively 
reset a large proportion of the 
aircraft’s fatigue life and ensured 
better safety for its new role. At 
around the same time the Queen’s 
Flight aircraft were being repainted 
fluorescent red, so WP903 emerged 
from its extensive rebuild wearing 
the vivid scheme that was intended 
to warn other aviators to stay well 
clear. With a new Gipsy Major 
powerplant installed, replacement 
parts fitted and new paint applied, 
WP903 moved temporarily to RAF 
Kemble with 5 MU for more minor 
work, before officially being taken 
on strength on October 13, 1960 at 
RAF Benson in Oxfordshire.

In March 1961 the aircraft 
was dispatched to the Bristol 
Aircraft Company at Filton, 
Gloucestershire, where the now 

distinctive rotating light beacon 
was fitted above the windscreen. 
The modification was then tested 
by the Ministry of Aviation at 
the Aeroplane & Armament 
Experimental Establishment at 
Boscombe Down, in late April 
1961. With the air tests complete, 
the ‘Chippie’ went back to Filton 
on May 3 and was returned to the 
Flight in June that same year. 

All three royals spent time in 
WP903 during the three years it 
was on strength with the Queen’s 
Flight, learning the basics of 
airmanship. It’s thought Prince 
Philip also flew WP903 during this 
time (having learned to fly the type 
between 1952-53). Having served 
its purpose on the Flight, WP903 
was disassembled and placed into 
store at 27 MU at RAF Shawbury, 
Shropshire in June 1964. 

Appointment
                  Emerging from the paint shop in 1960 wearing a spectacular 
               red scheme, de Havilland Chipmunk WP903 was about to become one 
of the most recognisable examples of the type. As Darren Harbar explains, 
it would serve a very special role
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Top left

HRH Prince Charles 

receives his wings 

from Air Marshal Leslie 

Mavor, AOC-in-C RAF 

Training Command (far 

left). Sqn Ldr Philip 

Pinney is in the centre. 
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Chipmunk WP903 fl ying 

over the former RAF 

Bassingbourn airfi eld in 

Cambridgeshire, where 

HRH Prince Charles fl ew 

his fi rst solo fl ight in 

the aircraft, in January 

1969. ALL AIR-TO-AIR 
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Heir gets airborne
By 1968 it was time for 19-year-old 
Prince Charles to have learning to 
fly added to his curriculum. It was 
decided WP903 should be removed 
from storage and delivered back to 
Benson. The aircraft was reassigned 
to the Flight in July of that year, and 
initially used to assess the Prince’s 
aptitude for flying training. His 
Royal Highness undertook his first 
air experience flight in WP903 from 
RAF Tangmere on July 30, 1968 
and it’s reported he showed great 
promise. Instruction proper began 
in October 1968 under the tutelage 
of Sqn Ldr Philip Pinney, and after 
14hrs 30mins Prince Charles flew 
solo from RAF Bassingbourn on 
January 14, 1969.

Upon completing this major 
milestone, the groundcrew at 

Bassingbourn presented the young 
royal with a model of Chipmunk 
WP903 on a wooden plinth. 
Records show Prince Charles flew 
101 flights in WP903, totalling 
more than 80 hours in the year 
following his solo. His experience 
in the Chipmunk gained him a 
Private Pilot’s Licence in March 
1969 and the Preliminary Flying 
Badge was awarded in August the 
same year (which was usually only 
given to University Air Squadron 
students). With his training on 
type complete, Prince Charles 
progressed to fly a Beagle Basset 
and then Jet Provost Mk.5s before 
being granted his wings in August 
1971. The Chipmunk was no 
longer required by the Flight 
and was returned to 27 MU at 
Shawbury in October 1969. 

Having spent three years in store 
at Shawbury, 27 MU was due 
for closure, and the trainer was 
moved to 5 MU at RAF Kemble in 
December 1972. In the following 
October WP903 was deemed to be 
non-effective stock and allocated 
for disposal. The Culdrose-based 
Royal Navy Gliding Club purchased 
WP903 on January 21, 1974 
and registered the Chipmunk as 
G-BCGC in March that year. The 
aircraft served as a glider tug at 
RNAS Culdrose until December 
1996, when it was sold to a private 
owner, Luke Chapman. It remained 
with him until December 2001, 
but during this period it also spent 
some time registered to Transport 
Command Ltd at Shoreham. 
However, the registration was 
then cancelled, and the aircraft 
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Top centre

A view into the front 

cockpit of the Royal 

Chipmunk, where HRH 

Prince Charles sat for 

his fl ying training. 

Of note is the large 

beacon fi tted above 

the windshield in 1961 

to warn other aviators 

to keep clear. DARREN 

HARBAR PHOTOGRAPHY

Top left and right

Sqn Ldr Philip Pinney 

and HRH Prince Charles 

carry out pre-fl ight 

checks on WP903 

during the heir to the 

throne’s fl ying training. 
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dismantled, with reports suggesting 
this may have been in preparation 
for it to be sold to an American, but 
the purchase became protracted and 
Mr Chapman decided to advertise 
the aircraft for sale.

New interest
Joe Wright spotted the advert in an 
aviation magazine and called the 
number to enquire about WP903. 
He said: “The voice on the phone 
seemed rather surprised when I said 
I was interested in the Chipmunk 
they had for sale. The response was 
confused – the individual said they 
didn’t have a Chipmunk for sale, or 
any other animals for that matter!”  
With the misunderstanding sorted 
out, Joe was told Luke would call 
him back and the two men arranged 
to meet at Shoreham in Kent to 

group to help look after this historic 
aircraft. Having saved it from going 
to America, I wanted to ensure its 
future in the UK was safe, and the 
Henlow Chipmunk Flying Group 
has and continues to do that to 
this day.”

Still wearing its eye-catching red 
scheme, WP903  is always a head-
turner when it arrives at an airfield. 
In 2008 it was reunited with its 
former student at RAF Cranwell, 
when Prince Charles attended 
Prince William’s RAF graduation 
ceremony. Philip Pinney was also 
reacquainted with WP903 at RAF 
Benson in July 2014, when he 
was invited to get airborne again 
in this very special Chippie. With 
its relatively low fatigue life, this 
significant airframe should remain 
active for many years to come. 

inspect the ‘Chippie’. Some faulty 
fuel tanks were awaiting 
replacements and with these 
delivered soon after, the trainer 
was reassembled.

Joe continued: “I’d agreed to have 
the aircraft on approval, and so it was 
flown to Brinkley Aircraft Services 
Ltd at Meppershall, in Bedfordshire, 
for my friend Andrew Brinkley to 
assess it. Andrew discovered a crack 
in the engine crank case that had 
been filled. This probably dated back 
to the aircraft’s gliding tug days. 
Luke agreed he would pay for a new 
engine as part of the sale, and WP903 
became mine in December 2001. I 
based it at RAF Henlow from where I 
flew as a QFI, teaching tailwheel and 
‘first lessons’. Around October 2009, 
the engine was due for overhaul 
and it was then decided to set up a 

“Having saved it from going to America, I wanted to ensure its 
future in the UK was safe, and the Henlow Chipmunk Flying Group 

has and continues to do that to this day”
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