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The Shade of Things to Come
Super Hornet, conducting operational 
tests, so coming on the F-35 and flying 
in operational tests was an obvious step 
for me – one I clearly aspired to and have 
been lucky enough to do.”

The Tidball family – wife Kirstie and sons 
Sam, 17, Matt, 15, and Ben, 12 – are USA 
veterans as prior to the Eglin deployment 
Lt Cdr Tidball spent 18 months at Edwards 
AFB working with the Joint Operational 
Test Team.

“They’ve certainly enjoyed the American 
way of life, they have fully embraced the 

opportunities that have been 
offered to them – they even 
have American accents now.”

Lt Cdr Tidball, 45 this 
month, was attending the 

naming of the HMS Queen 
Elizabeth at Rosyth before returning to 
the USA and setting up a new home in the 
Golden State of California.

He will be a member of 17 Test and 
Evaulation Squadron, the forerunner of 
617, at Edwards Air Force Base – and that 
is where the real fun begins.

The CO of 17 Sqn, Wg Cdr Jim Beck, 
who had his first flight in Lightning at the 
end of May, can’t wait to get his family – 
wife Amy and children Charlotte, seven, 
and Oliver, five – settled in California and 
get to work.

“Lightning is absolutely incredible, it’s 
just a completely different aircraft,” said 
the 38-year-old from Cambridgeshire.

“For someone like me with a Tornado 
background, it flies itself pretty much and 
you just tell it what you want it to do.

“It’s such a remarkable change for 
everything we do day to day – for not just 
ourselves in combat air but for the Royal 

O�Top: CPOAET Ihsaan Aokal stands by to remove the chocks
O�Above: Cpl Scott Warnaby helps Sqn Ldr Frankie Bulcher prepare for his fl ight
O�Below: Some of the UK team at Eglin. From left, Cpl Scott Warnaby, Sqn Ldr Frankie Bulcher, 
LAET Martin Williams, Wg Cdr Jim Beck, CPOAET Ihsaan Aokal, Wg Cdr Jon Millington, LAET 
Chris Gaskin and Lt Cdr Ian Tidball

WITH all eyes on the naming of HMS Queen 
Elizabeth this month, Royal Navy personnel 
have completed a key stage of the training 
programme for the stealth jets which will fl y 
off the carrier. Lorraine Proudlock joined 
them at Eglin Air Force Base in Florida.

AT a thundering 152 decibels it is 
louder than a commercial jet, a 
pneumatic drill and a rock concert;  It 

looks incredibly forbidding; its stealth skin 
gives it a ‘50 shades of grey’ appearance. 
It’s packed with computer systems. It’s a 
jump jet but not as we know it. It heralds a 
golden future for the Fleet Air Arm.

Meet the F-35B Lightning II fifth-
generation strike fighter which will fly off 
the Queen Elizabeth-class carriers.

Lightning II marks the return of fixed-
wing aircraft to the Royal Navy after the 
Sea Harrier was retired in 2010. 

Before that can happen – around 2018-
2020 – the jet is being put through its 
paces thousands of miles away in the 
USA. 

Lightning II will be flown and maintained 
by both RN and RAF personnel with 
both services making up the first F-35B 
squadron, 617 RAF and eventually 809 
NAS, which will also be RN/RAF.

A pioneering team from both Services 
has just completed a key stage of the 
programme at Eglin Air Force Base on the 
Emerald Coast, a popular Sunshine State 
holiday destination thanks to blue skies, 
scorching sun and sugar-white sandy 
beaches.

For the past 18 months the UK team 
has been fully embedded into the United 
States Marine Corps Fighter Attack training 
squadron – VMFAT-501, but thankfully 
nicknamed the Warlords – as the UK 
and USA pilots and engineers learn what 
makes Lightning II tick.

RN instructor pilot Lt Cdr Ian ‘Tidders’ 
Tidball is one of three UK pilots who have 
flown the F-35B and will be passing on his 
experience to a future generation of British 
and American aviators.

“The Lightning is a really great airplane 
to fly. I’ve flown both the Sea Harrier and 
the F-18 Super Hornet and without a doubt 
this is the most enjoyable aircraft I’ve 
flown in my career,” he said.

As one of the Fleet Air Arm’s most 
seasoned pilots, Lt Cdr Tidball, who grew 
up in Weston, Somerset, took part in the 
very last Sea Harrier fly-past when 801 
NAS paid off in March 2006.

After initial training as a Commando 

Sea King pilot, he switched to Sea 
Harriers, clocking up over 1,300 hours 
in the fabled jump jet with all three Fleet 
Air Arm squadrons (800, 801 and 899) 
from all three ‘Harrier carriers’ (Invincible, 
Illustrious and Ark Royal).

“The future is bright without a doubt. 
This aeroplane will be fantastic. I cannot 
wait until I see it on the deck of the Queen 
Elizabeth-class carriers going operational 
in about 2020.

“I am hoping to see the F-35B i n t o 
service. The first-of-class 
flight trials will take place 
in 2018 and I hope to be 
involved in that team in one way 
or another.”

Lt Cdr Tidball, whose first flight 
in Lightning was on April 10 2013 – his 
wedding anniversary – is full of praise for 
the jet.

“The great thing about this is the sense 
of fusion it brings. Obviously it has fifth-
generation stealth capability but the sense 
of fusion means that information displayed 
to the pilot is all fused together,” said Lt 
Cdr Tidball, whose name appears on 501’s 
sixth F-35B.

“So rather than a legacy aircraft where 
one’s looking at different screens of 
radar information and electronic warfare 
information, this is fused so that the pilot 
has one overall picture which obviously 
decreases his workload, enabling him to 
deploy the aircraft in a more effective 
manner.

“I had the idea of wanting to end up 
in this programme when I left the Sea 
Harrier and was fortunate enough to get 
an exchange with the US Navy out in 
China Lake, California, where I flew the 
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