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India Whisky Goes French  
In May 2009 India Whisky went North to the Shetlands, and travelled as far as Unst. In May 
2010 it went West to Ireland and hopped between the Aran islands of Inishmaan, Inishmore 
and Inisheer. In May 2011 we had intended to take India Whisky North East, to Scandinavia, 
but various personal and meteorological factors intervened. So on 12 May 2011 India 
Whisky, crewed by Paul Dean and Andy Tobias, headed where the weather was best – the 
Western Coast of France. 

Leg 1 Shoreham to Caen Carpiquet. (1.6 hours) 
Pilot: Andy  
The first leg from Shoreham to Caen tracked the "recommended VFR route" south from St 
Catherine's point. Why, we wondered, does a recommended VFR Route run right through 
the middle of a danger area? Perhaps the powers that be think we make a good target. 
Anyway, London Information liaised with whoever was aiming the guns, and we were 
cleared direct from KATHY (presumably named after St Catherine’s point) to GARMI, 
presumably named after a famous manufacturer of GPS devices that MUST NEVER BE 
USED AS PRIMARY NAVIGATION INSTRUMENTS. (Well that's my flight planning stuffed 
then). 
 
Anyway, thanks to Mr G****n, we reached the Cherbourg peninsular. Having left in brilliant 
sunshine it was disappointing to find le clag gris forcing us to descend to about 1,800 feet 
messing up the semicircular cruising levels we had flight planned. . As it happened, we 
stayed below 3,000 feet AMSL for the entire time we were in France, and since the 
semicircular rules only apply above that, life was rather easier than it could have been. 
 
A word about French ATC. The word is "Great". Very helpful, very patient, very tolerant, 
even with Brit pilots (not us of course) who didn't have a clue, and gave their life history, and 
that of all their friends and relations, whenever they pushed the PTT button. I had a different 
problem. Every time I pushed the PTT button I forgot what aircraft I was flying and defaulted 
to Mike Oscar. 
 
Caen Carpiquet airport is huge. I saw it with 20 miles to run, but didn't admit that to the 
controllers until Deauville Approach passed us to Caen Tower with about 15 miles to run. 
We were number one for a left hand downwind join. Very easy, once I realised just how big 
the runway was and resisted the urge to flare at 30 foot. We taxied off, and were in France. 
Whoopee. First new airfield of the trip. We refuelled and then headed for the passenger 
terminal so Paul could plan the next leg to Quiberon. The landing fee was very reasonable at 
under €5 and, in fact, two airport coffees cost more.  
 

 
Clouds over Cherbourg 
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Leg 2 Caen Carpiquet to Quiberon (1.6 hours) 
Pilot: Paul  

 
Flying across Brittany, Mont St Michel visible in t he distance 

 
Planning for this leg involved drawing a straight line on the chart from Caen to Quiberon. 
Quiberon town and airfield sit at the end of a long, sliver-thin peninsula flanked on its 
western side by the rocky ‘Cote Sauvage’ or ‘Wild Coast’ and three no-fly restricted zones. 
The peninsula is surrounded on its other sides by the D18A danger area and we had no idea 
how easy it would be to get permission to enter that. The airfield itself is small and there was 
only an outside chance that it would be staffed on our arrival by the English speaking FIS 
operator. I couldn’t help thinking that something bad might happen if we screwed up the 
navigation and R/T for this leg.  
 
Before the trip I had studied an Internet guide to French R/T calls and felt confident that I 
could manage in French with, say, a couple of planes in the circuit. But I decided that if it got 
incomprehensible and scary as we approached Quiberon, I would divert to the safety of 
English-speaking Rennes Saint Jacques airport.  
 
The flight went smoothly with improving weather as we headed south west. Rennes 
Approach cleared us through their overhead on the direct track we had drawn on the map. 
As we approached Brittany’s southern coast the land fragmented into a haven of fantasy 
lakes and islands which also made navigation easy once we were able to distinguish 
Quiberon from the more distant Belle Île. We followed the coast in an arc almost as far as 
Carnac hoping to see some of the Celtic megaliths allegedly strewn across most of this area, 
but I suspect we needed to be much lower for that. Finally Brest Information allowed us into 
D18A and passed us over to Quiberon Information. 
 
I called Quiberon Information. No reply. And again. Still silence. Now what? We checked the 
frequency, radio tuned correctly to 119.6. Whilst making calls to Quiberon traffic in a sort of 
French, I cautiously positioned for a right base join for R29 with us both keeping a good look 
out. But still no visible or audible traffic. So I continued the approach and landed using less 
than half of the 775m tarmac runway. The final approach passes right over the ‘Plage de 
l’aerodrome’ and Andy said that my sudden appearance at low level took a family of 
sunbathers by surprise. 
 
We taxied and parked on the edge of the apron and went in search of the control office but 
the main airport buildings were deserted. There was a man turning the prop of a DA20 round 
and round. He didn’t appear to be trying to start it, and it was as if he was winding up the 
rubber band of a model aircraft.  
 
We left him to it and eventually found the Hotel Europa and checked in. After a walk around 
this delightfully quiet seaside area and marina, we had a sumptuous meal and an early 
night. 
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GPS route direct from Caen to Quiberon Fantasy isla nds of the Golfe du Morbihan 

 

 
Final R29 at Quiberon … empty circuit        Sunbat hers beware! 
 

 
India Whisky at Quiberon   Hotel Europa 

 

 
Attractive Quiberon harbour 
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Leg 3: Quiberon to La Rochelle (1.6 hours) 
Pilot: Andy  
Breakfast at the Europa Hotel is served from 0600 UTC so I spent a leisurely couple of 
hours planning my leg to La Rochelle. I’d been there a few years ago c/o an orange 
Queasyjet and I was looking forward to flying as PIC into an airfield where I had last been as 
Self Loading Freight. 
 
We would be on our way to La Rochelle by 0900 (local) which would give us plenty of time 
for a look around and a leisurely lunch. Paul would then fly us to Bordeaux. There might 
even be time for another leg, somewhere east along the Pyrenees. Did I mention it was 
Friday 13th? 
 
The nice lady in hotel reception organised the shuttle bus to take us to the airport. We were 
worried that there might not be anyone in the tower to take our landing fees and book us out, 
but there was. Aerodrome Gestionnaire, M. Fournet Thomas, greeted us warmly and speaks 
excellent English.  
 
We had just got strapped in when the same DA20 that had been having its rubber band 
wound up the afternoon before landed, taxied off the runway and swung left so that its port 
wing collided with ours. Did I mention the date? 
 
There was not so much a bang, as a scraping noise, as his wing went under ours. We felt 
the left side of the aircraft lift slightly as it rode over the DA20 winglet. We vacated the 
aircraft and inspected the wing. We had to look hard to find any mark at all. There was a 
superficial scratch about 10 cm long, some 80 cm from the wing tip. The winglet of the DA20 
was rather more damaged.  
 
This posed a bit of a conundrum. If we had been at Shoreham I would have got an engineer 
to inspect it. Unfortunately the nearest engineer was a 40 minute flight away and it seemed 
that if we could fly it there, we could continue the trip as planned; if we shouldn’t fly at all, 
then we could not fly it to the engineer. 
 
After some telephone liaison with various Oldbus directors and Steve from KB we decided 
that the wing would (probably) not fall off. I decided we were ok to go. If I had been a nicer 
person, I probably would have flown a circuit solo before taking off with Paul in the aircraft, 
but it didn’t occur to me. 
 
We set off for La Rochelle some two hours later than planned. Paul, in the right hand seat, 
was helpfully suggesting that I should avoid turbulence and steep turns. Unfortunately the 
fair weather cumuli were bubbling up and avoiding turbulence was not an option. 
 
Nothing fell off. We had an uneventful flight to La Rochelle over some pretty scenery, but I 
was very pleased when we were back on the ground again. We refuelled and I went to park 
the aircraft while Paul paid for the fuel and landing fee. 
 
La Rochelle airport was as I remembered it, and I also remembered the drinks dispenser in 
the terminal building where I just had time to buy a bottle of mineral water before heading 
back to India Whisky for the next leg. Stroll into town? Leisurely lunch? Now, what was the 
date again? 
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Wing scrape damage to India Whisky    … and the DA2 0 winglet 
 

 
Pretty scenery on departure from Quiberon …  

 

 
… and yet more  
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Turning final R09      India Whisky at La Rochelle 
 

 
L’Île de Ré and La Rochelle 

Leg 4: La Rochelle to Bordeaux Merignac (1.2 hours)  
Pilot: Paul  
Despite the Ryanair 737-800 taking up the attention of most of the airport staff on the tarmac 
at La Rochelle we still managed to refuel efficiently. The ‘Petrolier’ asked us where we were 
going next and I said Bordeaux Merignac. He looked surprised and suggested going 
elsewhere as the Merignac landing fees were notoriously high. 
 
Still, after all the delays with the wing scrape, we decided not to waste any more time staring 
at maps and set off for Merignac for the ‘big airport’ arrival experience. Climbing out from La 
Rochelle’s R27 took us out over the coast, and a southerly track gave us fabulous views of 
Rochefort and Île d’Oleron. The enchanting race-track shaped Fort Boyard, location for the 
classic 1990’s fear and endurance TV game show, was clearly visible from miles away. 
 
Before long we were over vineyards as far as the eye could see. The estates of Mouton 
Rothschild & Lafitte Rothschild lay beneath us as Aquitaine Approach passed us to 
Merignac Tower. 
 
At 10 miles to run to the airfield, the busy controller was clearly working hard to fit us in 
between the commercial traffic. A plane I was asked to identify on the downwind leg was still 
not visual and I thought I was in for an extended downwind run, but the controller suddenly 
said “turn base now” which put us on to a tight final following a landing Speedbird and a 
departing EasyJet. The controller thanked us for our cooperation. 
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We got slightly lost taxiing to the general aviation park but found it in the end and parked up. 
Moments later a shiny black van arrived and took us to the reception lounge where our 
paperwork and invoice were “being prepared”. Handling at Merignac is compulsory and we 
were lucky to arrive at a quiet time as we hadn’t notified them in advance. We know for next 
time. 
 
We settled into an Ibis hotel near the airport and checked out the increasingly thundery 
looking weather before eating some heavy-going burgers. Overall this was nowhere near as 
satisfactory an experience as our last evening in Quiberon.  
 
We debated the likely amount of the final Merignac bill with our uninformed estimates 
ranging from €100 to €500.  Andy said he had nearly flown into Luton a few years ago, 
tempted by a £50 landing fee, but then learned about the £300 mandatory ‘handling’ 
charges. We were uneasy that we may be in for such a deal at Merignac. 
 

 
Turning base leg at Bordeaux Merignac 

Leg 5: Bordeaux Merignac to Nantes Atlantique (1.8 hours) 
Pilot: Andy  
After supper, I went off to plan the next leg. We had decided to get to Dinard by the following 
evening and Nantes seemed like a sensible place to stop on the way.  I was crouching over 
the chart spread out on the floor, drawing lines on it, when the burger threatened to make an 
unscheduled reappearance. So I gave up and went to bed. 
 
We took a taxi to the airport at about 0930 local. I was slightly nervous about a) the airport 
bill, b) the departure procedure (there were about seven listed frequencies) and c) the rather 
grey overcast which was reportedly at 1,400 feet but looked lower. 
 
We were pleasantly surprised by the €70 fee for landing, airport lightning (sic), handling, 
parking, flight plan filing, two strong black coffees, and a two-way ride in a shiny black 
courtesy coach to the aircraft (all of 100m away).  We found a bizjet parked next to us, and I 
subsequently learned that this was a Farnborough based aircraft piloted by a former 
Shoreham instructor who recognised our plane. (Hello Tony).  
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This was the only leg of the trip where we split the operational workload. Paul did the R/T 
and I flew the plane until we were clear of Bordeaux and well on our way to Nantes.  
 
A word about en route frequencies. However carefully one researches the frequencies on 
the chart, or in the flight guide, one is almost invariably handed on to a completely different 
one.  Whilst this sounds confusing, there was always a positive handover, and a maintained 
squawk, so we felt safely watched over all of the time. 
 
We were trapped under a cloud layer at about 1,200 ft for the first hour or so, then we were 
able to climb and had fabulous views all the way to Nantes. Nantes Atlantique airport is also 
big but surprisingly difficult to spot. We had an interesting arrival with a gusty crosswind, and 
taxied to park.  A ‘Petrolier’ refuelled India Whisky and then we walked to the large busy, 
passenger terminal to fill in a form so that the landing fee invoice could be posted to us.  
 
We had considered taking a few hours break in Nantes, but in the end had a sandwich, filed 
a flight plan, and were soon on our way to Dinard with Paul at the controls. 
 

 
Ready to go at a grey Bordeaux, Merignac.    Bordea ux vineyards 
 

 
Interesting, and rather puzzling, scenery as we hea d north.  
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Leg 6: Nantes Atlantique to Dinard (1.3 hours) 
Pilot: Paul  
This leg was as routine as a flight can possibly be. A straight line on the map, and in the 
GPS, with only Rennes standing in the way. As before, the Approach controller there had no 
difficulty with our route and it wasn’t long before we could see the coast and Dinard from 20 
miles. 
 
We were cleared for a straight in approach to R35, which required only a minor deviation 
from our northerly heading. A strong headwind meant that the eight mile final seemed to 
take an eternity. 
 
On the ground we parked up and were soon in a taxi heading to the Comfort Hotel Balmoral 
in Dinard.  We took a leisurely stroll around this lovely resort, had tea, ice cream and then 
another sumptuous meal at the Café Rouge brasserie. 
 

 
Dinard and St Malo    Statue of Alfred Hitchcock at  Dinard 

Leg 7: Dinard to Jersey (0.8 hours) 
Pilot: Andy  
I’d never been to Jersey before and so was quite excited about this leg. I’d checked the 
Notams late the night before and discovered that GA parking at Jersey Aero club was in 
short supply, and PPR. So I left a message on their answerphone which secured us the last 
available place. 
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We faced two problems getting out of Dinard. The first was that the airport terminal was 
deserted with no indication as to how to get airside. In the end we spotted a bell push with a 
security camera. A guard let us through after an inspection of our passports and licences. 
 
The second was paying our landing fee as the computer terminal in the fireman’s office was 
not cooperating. My French is not good, and I was bemused by the fireman trying to explain 
the Dominique Strauss-Kahn situation to me whilst dealing with the recalcitrant computer.  
 
Eventually we took off and I pointed India Whisky towards Jersey.  With five miles to run, 
there was an R/T problem as a French aircraft had a stuck PTT and Jersey zone was barely 
intelligible. Anyway we transferred to Jersey tower then orbited a few times (drifting 
downwind as can be seen from the GPS track) to allow some commercial traffic to come and 
go. We eventually ended up number two to an Embraer and were advised to leave five miles 
for wake turbulence.  Land, taxi, park, easy. 
 
We thought of getting a taxi into St Helier but the lady in the Jersey Aeroclub reception said 
that a day’s car hire would cost the same. So we did that.  
 
Jersey is very pretty. I think I will go back for a holiday. My only disappointment was the 
shortage of Jersey cows which I had imagined to be as common as pigeons in Trafalgar 
Square. We toured round most of the circumference of the island and only saw one; 
although I did buy a nodding Jersey cow fridge magnet as a present. 
 

 
Climbing out over Dinard         Final R27 Jersey, No 2 behind an Embraer 
 

 
One of many pretty harbours on Jersey  The busy Jer sey Aeroclub park 

Leg 8: Jersey to Shoreham (1.4 hours) 
Pilot: Paul  
We finally boarded India Whisky late in the afternoon for our last leg. A fairly straightforward 
Special VFR clearance was received and read back and off we went, initially at 1,000 feet 
and then cleared to 3,000 for the sea crossing as far as ORTAC and then KATHY.  
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Shoreham Airport was notamed as being subject to several closures during the day and our 
arrival had to hit an agreed time slot. We arrived within a minute of our flight planned time 
joining downwind to land on grass R25.   
 
Mission accomplished. Where to next year? 
 

        
Route: Andy’s flights in red, Paul’s in blue Orbiti ng south of Jersey, and drifting downwind! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© Paul Dean & Andy Tobias 
28 May 2011 
 
Watch the video on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6-fiqRHHICU   
 


