
This  photograph:  l t s  l0  eng ines  c rea t ing  a  t remendous no ise ,  Dorn ie r  Do3 ' l  E-3  exper imenta l

iet VTOL transport was demonstrated by Dieter Thomas and Drury Wood at the I 969 Paris

5a lon .  Qu i te  an  a i r ( ra f t  in  wh ich  to  f i rs t  exper ience a i rshow f l y ing !  Dorn ie r

Far  le f t :  D ie te r  Thomas dur ing  h is  t ime as  a  tes t  p i lo t  on  the  Do31 programme. .  '  v ia  Dre ter  Thor las

Lef t : . . .and  today ,  in  h is  o f f i ce  in  the  Bavar ian  town o f  Fürs ten fe ldbrück '  Ben Dt rnne l l

"ia:qf"ia:qf

- f  d,-- ; : ' :#3,"4,
i ' " -  

- : - . * ! F ' ' '  
" * r : -  

r

-ijs, -"t*dti
. _ i'i",*fu*lr ,,.;rlf lr



--' -!i'i{tnfurü$r,1:i;.,

l . ' . ' , . ' r '
' :i ,.'

I t  ,  . . , , '

quite impoli te
comment was my
sole consolat ion on
the opening day
of the 1 979 Paris
Salon as'Jupiterl  the
str ict 'Chief Airshow

Policeman', pit i lessly sent me back home
after a display f l ight with the Alpha Jet.

'As a result of several f lying accidents
and increasing public pressure, the French
parl iament saw itself  forced to pass a law on
display f lying at Le Bourget. Television cameras
and a team comprising several experts were set
up to make sure that the new paragraphs were
complied with. One of these changes asked for
an increase in the minimum alt i tude for displays
to 500ft AGL. As a member of the French
presidentl  entourage, the Paris pol ice prefect
personally monitored compliance with the new
paragraphs during the opening day of the Salon.

'Only one hour before my display, I was
informed that I  was to take oart in the short
'President 's Show'in which onlv French aircraft
were allowed to participate, flying the Franco
German Aloha .Jet in the colours of the Patroui l le
de France. However, instead of my rehearsed
display, last ing six minutes, I  was only given two-
and-a-half minutes. To cap i t  al l ,  we were told that
Monsieur le Prösident would meet and shake
hands with al l  the pi lots, apart from me of course
- after al l ,  I  am not French! My ego sl ightly bent,
my anger grew slowly as the show drew nearer.

'When the tower gave me the signal for
my'demo'exactly on t ime, I  had decided on
an extremely t ight programme f i l led with
highl ights which I had, of course, never practised
in that order. Everything went according to plan,
up unti l  the last rol l  which I completed a l i t t le
early. On my way to the cross runway where I
was supposed to land, I  therefore decided to
add a second, fast rol l .  Most of the spectators
were no longer watching my aircraft,  as the f irst
Mirage had already taken to the air noisi ly. Only
the television cameras and the eyes of the pol ice
prefect were fixed on my second roll which, I
have to admit,  did not turn out as planned. I  had
not completely released the back pressure on
the st ick at the beginning of the rol l  so the pure
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aileron rol l  turned into a barrel rol l  -  at the end
of which I was at least 100ft (30m) below the
newly-establ ished safety alt i tude.

'As a deterrent to others, the'outlaw'
was immediately suspended from further
Dar t i c ioa t ion  in  the  1979 Par is  A i r  5howl

So says Dieter Thomas of one of the most
memorable incidents from his long career as a
test pi lot.  Yet, as he also remarks, 'We al l  learn
by our mistakes. Le Bourget '79 well  and truly
left  i ts mark on my att i tude to display f lyingl 1 1
years later, Dieter was at the helm of the f lying
display at lLA, the biggest airshow in Germany,
an event on which much attention was focussed
in the aftermath of the Ramstein tragedy two
years previously. From 1990 unti l  his ret irement
fol lowing the 2006 show in Berl in, he developed
the ILA programme in his own part icular style,
bringing in many new features while upholding
the str ictest safety standards. After al l ,  memories
of Ramstein remain potent in Germany, even
with the passage of t ime.

TEST AND DISPLAY PITOT
Hav ing  been among the  young West  Germans
who started f lying as soon as they could once
the resumption of aviat ion was permitted there
in a l imited wav, after the war, Dieter became
a member of the f irst company of the'new'
Luftwaffe in 1 956. After training, he instructed
on T-33s  and F ia t  G91s -  h is  en t ry  in to  the
world of test f lying, and thus air displays, came
rather by accident.

Dieter f lew some T-33 missions to help
the then DVL (Deutsches Versuchs- und
Forschungsanstalt  für Luftfahrt,  now the DLR)
with research, and then undertook several f l ights
in the type looking for radioactive clouds which
passed over Germany seven days after Chinese
nuclear weapons tests. This pioneering work went
well :As I was quite good at f inding these clouds,
they asked me if  I  could come to the DVL as a
research oi lot. . .  then Dornier started the Do31
jet VTOL transport programme, and I was a chase
pilot.  They found out that I  was not so bad, and
asked me if  I  could become a junior test pi lot i

I t  was in the remarkable Do31, with Drury
Wood as pi lot in command, that Dieter not only
set five new world records but also had his first
taste of airshow f lying.This was in the Do31
E1 at Le Bourget in 1967, albeit  then powered
by only the two Bristol Pegasus engines in the
underwing nacel les. Two years later, pi lots and
aircraft were back again in Paris, this t ime f lying
the Do31 E3 with i ts eight R8162 l i f t  engines (four

in each wingtip-mounted nacel le) alongside an

RAF Harrier GR1 in a VTOL Dresentation. ' l t  was a
very funny showl says Dieter,'because you must
understand that this 1 0-engined aeroplane was
so terr ibly noisy that the pi lots couldn't  talk to
each other, even with an intercom. We had to
give signals with our thumbs, and I was watching
the instruments while Drury was f lying, so I didn't
really notice the crowdl

LEARNING THE AIRSHOW ART
The year Dieter spent at EPNER, the French test
pilot school, from 1969-70 was a deliberate

move on Dornier 's  part  as i t  was col laborat ing

with Dassaul t  on the Alpha Jet  programme, and
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Clockwise from top:

Dieter f lying Alpha Jet prototype 04, in the colours of
the  Pat rou i l le  de  France.  Dassau l t  v ia  D ie te r  Thomas

The static display at ILA 92, the first event to be held
in Berlin. As can be seen, Dieter Thomas brought
in  par t i c ipa t ion  f rom many a i r  a rms,  inc lud ing
the remaining Soviet forces in eastern Germany,
alongside manufa(turers' aircraft. Messe Berlin

ILA 2000 was the first Berlin show at which Dieter
Thomas organ ised 'on ly ' the  f l y ing  d isp lay ,  hand ing
the  ground s ide  over  to  a  co l league.  Messe Ber l in

A highlight of recent ILA flying displays was this historic

transport trio in 2000, comprising Ake Jansson's DC-3,

the 5AA Historic Flight's DC-4 and Lufthansa's Ju52l3m
- all aircraft with Berlin connections. Ben Dunnell

wanted a fully-qualified German pilot for it. When
Jean-Marie Saget undertook the init ial f l ight of the
Alpha Jet on 26 October 1973, Dieter was flying
chase, but he soon got his hands on the Franco-
German trainer and carr ied out the maiden f l ights
of the next three prototypes.'My first real airshow
presentations were on the Alpha Jet; says Dieter,
' in 1 975 at Le Bourget and then at Farnborouqh
the following year, where | flew it with external
loads. lwas a special ist at displaying with loads,

7 0 t  a

and I  d id a kni fe-edge pass to show them, which I

flew using the weapons. At more than 350kt, the

weapons and the fuselage gave you enough lift

when you were on a knife-edge passl

Learning to d isplay the Alpha Jet  taught

Dieter  a lot  about the ar t  of  a i rshow f ly ing. ' l

pract iced a lot  at  h igh al t i tude,  on top of  the

clouds,  but  I  must  te l l  you that  th is is  nothing.

You have to go'on the decki  and see the ground

coming up l ike hel l .  The lower you go,  the safer

i t  is ,  but  th is is  a problem you cannot expla in

to safety agencies and so on. When you f ly at
very low alt i tude, below 300ft,  you can judge

with your eyes whether you are cl imbing,
whether you are descending, and i f  you have
a good track. When you go above 300ft in jets

now, you have to look at your alt imeter to keep
your minima, but then the alt imeter is lacking.
Sometimes vou can be in a shal low descent and

then make a fast rol l ,  and you can come out very

low, and you hadn't noticed at the beginning of
the rol l  that you were descending. Bi l l  Bedford
was the f irst person who tr ied to explain thisl

The display that saw Dieter being banned
f rom Le Bourget  in  1979 was an  example  o f

iust such a mistake, made because he was
in  a  hur ry  and t rus t ing  the  a l t imeter .  He says
that Paris is now'more relaxed'than i t  was,
especial ly at the f irst few shows after the
Tu-1 44 accident there in 1 973. As for the
other trade shows of the day, 'Hannover was
not pol iced. You could do what you wanted,
and th is  was c r i t i c ised  a  lo t .  Farnborough,  as  I
remember, was real ly str ict but fr iendly. There
was a  lo t  o f  leadersh ip  beh ind  i t  -  peop le
who knew what they were talking about. When
I wrote the f l ight operations procedure for
Ber l in ,  I  looked a t  the  Eng l ish  way o f  do ing  i t J

The Dornier 228 programme kept Dieter
busy on his return from France, and i ts advanced
wing was to be part of what he describes as'the
real highl ight of my careeri the one-off Do24ATT
amphibian with i ts astonishing water-borne
performance.'The f irst wave that hits you after
reach ing  5Okt ,  inc lud ing  the  w ind ,  ca tapu l ts  you

into the air l ike a Harrier going off a ski-.1ump.
It  rotates you, and then you hang in ground

effect and accelerate, hoping that you don't
fal l  back. But you never fal l  back, because the
wing is fantastici  Dieter displayed the Do24ATT
at Hannover's ILA 84 show, f lying to and from

Kiel;  this was the aircraft 's f i rst and last show

appearance unti l  i t  was restored to f ly again by

lren Dornier (the only other pi lot to captain i t)

and came to ILA 2004 in Berl in.

,AIRSHOW POLICEMAN'
When the Daimler Benz group took over

Dornier ,  Dieter  real ised i t  was t ime to move

on as he didn' t  feel  the new management was

suf f ic ient ly  recept ive to ideas.  That  h is new job

was in the wor ld of  a i rshows was perhaps rather

surpr is ing,  g iven that  they had been banned in

Germany s ince the deaths of  72 people in the

Ramstein t ragedy of  1988 involv ing the Frecce

Tr icolor i .  In I990,  i t  was decided to re lax the ban

and hold ILA 90 as planned at  Hdnnover,  wi th

Dieter  as the f l ight  d i rector .  With memories of

the disaster  so f resh,  i t  was a high pressure task.
'Of  course,  Ramstein was a USAF airshow

on  a  USAF  a i r f i e l d l  D ie te r  says . ' The re  was  no

German  au tho r i sa t i on ,  t he re  was  no  f l i gh t

operat ing procedure and there were no

l im i t a t i ons .  A f  t e rwa rds ,  Ge rmany  wds  t he  on l y

coun t r y  t o  f o rb i d  a l l  a i r shows ,  bu t  t hen  came

ILA at  Hannover in 1 990 and they decided to

make new rules.  They looked for  a 'pol icemanl

a test  o i lot  who had demonstrated ai rcraf t

before.  and thev asked me i f  I  would be the

f l i gh t  d i r ec to r .  I n i t i a l l y ,  a t  Hannove r ,  I  was  on l y

there to look at  the ru les,  the distances and the

min imum a l t i tudes i
The unrelated crash of a Luftwaffe Transall

in the run up to the 1 990 show led to the
withdrawal of al l  the planned Bundeswehr f lying
part icipation, so i t  was fortunate that the Russians

came to ILA with mil i tarv aircraft a MiG-29,
MiG-29U8 and Ka-29 - for the first time to add

interest to proceedings. According to Dieter,'The

main pressure for us came from the Russians. They

didn't  understand anything about l imitat ions,
because a test pi lot in Russia could do what he
wanted. So, they came and suddenly found that
there were restrictions, and I had to explain why.
They didn't know what Ramstein was.'
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BERTIN FTYING DIRECTOR
When ILA moved to Berl in's Schönefeld Airport
in 1992, the event was taken on by Messe
Ber l in ,  the  c i ty ' s  t rade fa i r  o rgan is ing  company
who a t  tha t  t ime had no  exoer ience in  the  f ie ld .
They asked their predecessors at Hannover
for advice, who suggested that Dieter be
brought  on  board . 'Sudden ly ,  I  was  no t  on ly
f l igh t  d i rec to r ;  I  was  respons ib le  fo r  the  ground
management, for ground safety, air safety, and
I advised Messe Berl in on everything about
organ is ing  a  show a t  an  a i rpor t .  I  had  1  0-1  5
peop le  manag ing  th is  in i t ia l  Ber l in  a i rshow.  l t
then went up to nearly 20 people, but then in
2000 | gave the ground management to my
partner, and I kept only the f lying partJ

Over the years of ILA in Berl in, Dieter
has  in t roduced severa l  memorab ly  unusua l
fea tures  to  the  d isp lay . ' l  a lways  th ink  you
must create an airshow. l t 's a choreography. I
always wanted to show the whole spectrum of
av ia t ion ,  f rom ba l loons  and a i rsh ips  to  modern
a i r l iners  and superson ic  je ts ,  and a l l  in  equa l
parts. You must always vary i t ,  so after a fast jet,
I  tr ied to put a slow aircraft;  after an ultral ight, a
heavy aircraft,  and so on. '

ILA has always operated under one rather
peculiar restriction. The ban on jet aerobatics,
whether solo or in formation, imposed after
Ramstein has never been l i f ted. ' l f  jet pi lots did
aerobatics, I had to punish them. So, what were
they doing? They were doing tactical manoeuvres,
and tactical manoeuvres are not forbidden;
Dieter explained with a smile. This issue, and al l
the others relat ing to Ramstein, came up again
in 2000 when ILA secured an appearance by the
Patroui l le de France. ' l t  was forbidden for more
than fourjet aircraft to fly together in Germany,
except for a parade. The Patrouille were invited,
but suddenly the authorit ies said, 'They cannot f ly
their programmel lsaid, 'OK, you go and tel l  themi
but nobody wanted to, r ight up to the Chancellor
lthen, Gerhard Schröded. We decided to have
them do a'paradel

So i t  was that the Patroui l le de France became
the first nationaljet team to fly in Germany for
1 2 years, albeit  in a gentle'paradelstyle display
of flybys. Next time around, ILA 2002 welcomed
the Patroui l le Suisse, and now the focus was on
minimising noise complaints. 'People asked, 'Can't
you get them to go higher?' l  said, 'Yes, they must
go vertical: But they still don't do aerobatics - no
complete loopslWhen both the Swiss and French
teams appeared in 2004, the arrangements were
perfected. By now, Dieter had been to Switzerland

and spent a week wi th the Patroui l le  Suisse
putt ing together their  ILA rout ine.  Since then,

thev have incoroorated elements of  th is into their

standard show, a l though the' tunnel '  manoeuvre

has to be al tered in Germany.
The flight safety rules have not prevented ILA

from staging some of  the ai rshow scene's most
memorable format ions and scenar ios of  recent

t imes.  Dieter  was always conscious of  the need to

create themes and put  them across to the publ ic

in th is way -  for  example,  in 1998 the Ber l in

Air l i f t  Histor ical  Foundat ion's C 54E Skymaster

flew with a Lufthansa Airbus 4340-200 to show

the spectrum of four-engined t ransports,  and two
years later the 5AA Historic Flight's DC-4 ZS-AUB
joined Ake Jansson's DC-3 and the Luf thansa

)u52/ lm for  a unique propl iner t rao.

I tA 2006 _ OUT ON A HIGH
Dieter  ret i red as ILA display di rector  af ter  the

2006 show. He celebrated his 70th birthday at

the end of February 2007 , and in any case doesn't

bel ieve i t  would be possib le to improve upon

what he managed in 2006.The Bundeswehr
marked the 50th anniversary of  i ts  a i r  arms wi th
large-scale operat ional  set-p ieces,  f i l l ing the gap

left by the Inspector of the Luftwaffe's decision in
2004 to discontinue the service's solo jet demos.
The man who commentated on them, ZDF
televis ion correspondent Alexander von Sobeck,
worked with Dieter and the oilots to create the
scenar ios involv ing 3B aircraf t  and hel icopters
from the Luftwaffe and Heeresflieger.

The MiG 29M OVT performed manoeuvres
that  had never before been demonstrated by
a jet  in the West,  and did so br i l l iant ly .  Af ter
a fu l l  br ief ing on the ai rcraf t  f rom chief  test
pi lot  Pavel  Vlasov,  Dieter  put  together a safety
reg ime  i nvo l v i ng  so -ca l l ed  h i gh  ang le  o f  a t t ack
corr idors over the ai r f ie ld,  in which areas the
OVT performed the'cr i t ical  moments ' in i ts

display.  Dieter  has known PavelVlasov ever

s i nce  I LA  90  i n  Hannove r ,  when  he  came  as

a  j un io r  M iG  t es t  p i l o t  and  d i d  h i s  f i r s t  pub l i c

d i sp l ay  ou t s i de  Russ ia .

The  EADS He r i t age  F l i gh t ' s  new

Messe rschm i t t  Me262  made  i t s  döbu t ,  bu t
i t  was  a  c l ose  run  t h i ng  as  t he  a i r c ra f t  had

on l y  j us t  f l own  a t  Manch ing . 'One  day  be fo re

the  l LA ,  i t  was  no t  poss ib l e ,  bu t  t hen  Thomas

Ende rs  l t hen  co -ch ie f  execu t i ve  o f  EADSI  came

to  me  and  sa id , ' Tomor row ,  I  w i l l  have  my
p ress  con fe rence .  and  t he  262w i l l  be  he re l

And  i t  was ,  because  one  man  made  a  dec i s i on i

And  t he re  was  a  c l ass i c  examp le  o f  a  un ique

fo rmat ion ,  l ren  Dorn ie r  in  the  Do24ATT
lead ing  a  pa i r  o f  Mar ine f l ieger  A t lan t ics  to
h igh l igh t  the  es tab l i shment  o f  the  Dorn ie r
Museum in  Fr iedr ichshafen ,  w i th  wh ich  D ie te r
is  invo lved.

Now with the reins handed over to Wolfram
Cornelius, Dieter has organised his last ILA display.
'You can't  do a l i t t le bit  of ILA; he says. 'This l 've
learned, so l 've decided not to be there any morel
He has been advising some smaller events, but
wil l  concentrate on the work his company does
for the LBA, Germany's equivalent of the CAA,
seeing various types of aircraft ( including several
warbirds) through to German cert i f icat ion. So,
Dieter Thomas' long contr ibution to the European
airshow scene, and the use of his vast experience
of aviat ion, wi l l  continue. A
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