I have some vivid memories of Upper Heyford and its atmosphere from the early nineties as a young and impressionable British civilian youngster, and from a recent return visit.

My parents used to hire narrowboats on British canals as holidays. One year we happened to be cruising along the Grand Union canal in the vicinity of Upper Heyford.  I was fascinated by the sight of the F-111s doing circuits of the base, descending to the eastern end of the runway, and then rising up again into the long summer afternoon.  Indeed, at one point I was so fascinated that I got a little carried away and loosened my grip on a rope at a crucial juncture, causing one end of the boat to drift out so that it straddled the canal…

On our return to the same locale a few evenings later, on coming across a sign warning of low flying aircraft (at a point in the canal directly in line with the runway centreline) I begged and pleaded with my parents to tie up the boat for the night.  Having seen the pained look on my face they could not refuse and, reluctantly, agreed.  We were located at the bottom of the valley below the western end of the base, looking up at the lights at the western threshold of the runway. 

That evening all was quiet, but much to my excitement, my father & I climbed the pretty hill up from the canal towards the village and the base.  Having reached the perimeter fence at the summit we continued further, past a small makeshift campsite that appeared to be manned by anti-nuclear protesters, and deeper into the base.  There was no pavement on the public road, and as we walked towards the water tower and the main gate we got a distinct feeling that we were being watched.  My father remarked that no doubt our presence had been noted by security.  

But I was fascinated by the bizarre spectre of a micro-centre of American culture in such a traditionally English rural area; the US-style signage, the ‘shopette’, the fighter plane displayed at the main gate, and even, I gasped, American cars.  Having only seen such things in films, my long-fascination with the country was underway, ultimately leading to a year of study in Minnesota as part of my degree, and subsequent travels across the country.

After a fitful nights sleep on the boat I woke early to be rewarded with the sight of the runway threshold lights coming on, and soon afterwards, the distant hum of jet engines being warmed up, coming and going with each gust of wind.  This continued at length, creating a certain air of expectation like an orchestra tuning up before a performance.  As I sat on the cold deck of the boat eating my breakfast, without warning, much to my surprise a business-type jet took off overhead, but the noise was disappointingly slight.  

I was of course much more interested in seeing the heavyweights of the base, and I was rewarded in due course.  The engine humming having reached high pitch, there was a sudden rush of air, followed by the first F-111, seemingly catapulting itself off the end of the runway at the top of the hill with its wings swept fully forward.  As the ominous-looking craft exposed its black belly directly overhead, as I had hoped the noise was incredible, penetrating the very soul.  As I followed its progress I could see that the afterburners were on, providing one last roaring crackle.  The exodus continued, some eight or so other monsters taking off, one after another.  Then silence.

Some twelve years later in October 2004, I had the opportunity to return to the base as my work sometimes takes me to Oxford.  During my lunch hour one day I took a drive over to the base, which I knew had been closed for some years.  I followed the unglamorous truck-shaped “Heyford Park” trading estate road signs to the base.

On arrival at the western end of the base, I was once again taken aback by the beauty of the hill rolling down from the village to the canal.  I stopped the car.  It was a misty autumn day, and it seemed a little cold.  I looked at the bleak remnants of the sugar beet stumps standing just beyond the perimeter fence at the end of the runway, gently waving in the breeze, as I imagined the F-111’s blasting overhead years before.

On driving into the base, the ‘shopette’ was still open, but there was a general air of dilapidation in some of the grey buildings and the old hangers.  Slowing down for the speed calming, I caught a glimpse of some of the unsold cars that are stored here, and a heavy truck passed through what was the main gate, the brown RAF base sign still there.  

Finally I took a drive around the northern perimeter of the base to see what I could see.  At the north eastern end of the base I drove down a short track and stopped the car at the entrance to what I think must have been some kind of bomb store.  The elaborate wooden gate to this area was completely overgrown, but I could not help thinking of the sort of reaction a civilian would have had, parking a car at that particular location in the years before.

Having walked up to the perimeter fence I looked across a moat at the landscape.  Some blast proof storerooms sunken into the ground could be seen through the slight mist, along with hangers in the far distance.  There was still the same sense of a vast, but secure, expanse as there had been before.  The Hardened Aircraft Shelters were all still there, essentially unchanged, which I suppose is not surprising given that they were built to withstand bomb hits.  All was quiet, except for birdsong and the distant sounds of a car skidding around in what appeared to be police training, coming and going in the breeze.
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