Filling up in flight
The Falkland Islands are a group of islands in the Atlantic Ocean,
300 miles off the South American coast and 8,000 miles from the UK.
In 1982 the Falklands was the setting for a conflict between Argentina
and the UK over ownership of the Islands.
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The nearest British airbase to the
Falklands was on Ascension Island, also
in the Atlantic but still 3,900 miles from
the Falklands – that was the closest the
British could get for an air attack.
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In order to stop the Argentinians from being able to bring large
amounts of troops and supplies into the Falklands, the British
had to make the main airport and runway unusable at the capital,
Stanley.
The challenge was how to fly over 7,800 miles (3,900 miles there
and 3,900 miles back again). None of the bombers could fly that
far without being refuelled.
The Victor and the Nimrod large transporters had to be adapted
to be the refuelling aircraft, along with some Hercules planes.
The Vulcan bomber had to be adapted to be refuelled in mid-air.
Also, someone had to work out the maths for how much fuel
each aircraft could carry, use to refuel the bomber and still leave
enough to be able to return to Ascension Island.
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This diagram shows the complicated plan to get the bombers
safely to the Falkland Islands and back again. Planners had
to do complicated maths to work out the number of aircraft
and amount of fuel that would be needed by each of them to
complete the mission.
The mission to attack the runway at Stanley was codenamed
‘Operation Black Buck’. For each attack on the Falklands airfield
two Vulcans would take off, but only one would be used to carry
out the mission; the second was a spare in case of any failure in
the first bomber.
To fly this distance, and back again, each mission required the
support of 12 Victor tankers on the journey to the Falklands, but
just two Victors and a Nimrod for the journey back (the bombers
were lighter on the way back and so needed less fuel).
The Black Buck missions (there were seven in total) were a
success and, since the Falklands Conflict, the RAF has gone on
to develop their use of air-to-air refuelling to extend the range of
their aircraft.

Try it at home
Why not try your hand at refuelling while on the move?
You will need
• Small plastic bottles
• Larger bottles full of
water
• Something to make a
hole in the plastic bottle
e.g. a needle (get an
adult to help you)
• Another person – you’ll
need at least two
people to refuel
• Some outside space

Ask an adult to use a
Fill up some larger
skewer or needle to
bottles with water.
pierce a small hole in the This will be your fuel.
bottom of one or more
plastic bottles.

1

2

Head to somewhere
Set up a start line
One person will have
where you can walk
and a finish line. Your
a small bottle with a
or run. A garden or a
challenge will be to get to hole in the bottom. This
local park would be ideal. the finish line and back
will be filled by the larger
to the start without your bottle.
bottle emptying.
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When the bottle with
the hole is full, leave
the start line.
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Water will drip from
Your fellow friends will
the bottle, like fuel
have to use water from
being used by an aircraft. their bottles to make sure
you can get to the finish line
and back again without
your bottle emptying.
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Challenge yourself
to get further away
each time you
succeed. To make
it harder, grab some
more people and
some more plastic
bottles with holes
in the bottom. Try
running to make
refilling on the move
even harder.
Now you’ve tried
air-to-air refuelling
for yourself, come
to the RAF Museum
London to see
the aircraft and
technology that have
made long distance
flight possible. Find
our Vulcan and
Victor and look out
for other aircraft
that can refuel
while flying!

