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 Exercise: Saffron Sands                                                                     By Dick Lawtey 

Last October saw a Griffin of 84 Squadron detached to the deserts of 
Jordan in support of Exercise Saffron Sands 07.  The exercise is the 
annual deployment of the Cyprus based Resident Infantry Battalion, 
in this case The 2nd Battalion Royal Regiment Fusiliers, to conduct 
dry and live firing training with the Jordanian Armed Forces.  When 
deployed in remote desert field conditions, the Griffin’s prime role is 
medical evacuation. With a duration of five weeks in total, company 
engineers, Ken Wiltshire and Dick Lawtey teamed up with separate 
constituted crews to share the time away from base. 
 
On the 10th October, ZJ706 departed RAF Akrotiri, and via Tel Aviv 
and Amman arrived at the forward operating base Ma’an, the tented 
camp that would be home for the next month.  Ken and his crew set 
about putting up their operations and accommodation tents around 
the 84 Sqn ISO container that had thankfully arrived by ship 
sometime earlier.  The Jordanian desert is not how you might 
imagine.  Not the sweeping dunes of deep sand found in the Sahara, instead a hard crusted surface that very quickly turns into 
the powdered consistency of dry cement.  Conditions in the camp can best be described as basic!  Any personal inhibitions are 
quickly brushed aside as washing, showering and other bodily functions are carried out very communally and quite literally 
cheek to cheek!! 
 
The Royal Engineers had already cleared and levelled a short strip for the helicopter and it sat proudly on its steel matted 
surface. The daily flying programme gets underway with a 06.30 range clearance flight followed by various area familiarisation 
and landing site recce tasks.  That routine is soon sharply broken by a very early hours call out to respond to a soldier that had 
suffered gun shot wounds to both arms.  84 Sqn crewmen assist the doctor in stabilising the casualty before transit to hospital 
in Aqaba.  That very stark reminder of the dangers associated with ‘live firing’ focussed the crew’s minds and prepared them 
for the less dramatic incidents of broken bones and twisted ankles that were to follow. 

 
The aircraft is kept busy and regular flights punctuate the daily routine of personal 
ablutions and finding sustenance.  An Army marches on its stomach and The 
Army caterers worked miracles in their field kitchen to 
provide excellent fighting fare, three times a day.  This 
highlight of the day and culinary crumb of comfort is 
brought to an abrupt halt on Saturday 3rd November 
when the main part of the battalion de-camp into the 
field, we are put on 24Hr dry ration packs for the 
remaining nine days. 
 
The exercise culminates in an impressive combined tactics demonstration where 
the British and Jordanian forces run through a range of full scale battle 
manoeuvres displaying an array of awesome fire power. 
 

The Griffin plays its part to the full and yet again proves to be a rugged and capable performer.  The exercise is a success and 
enhances further the skill and reputation of 84Sqn, the FBH engineers and the Bell 412. 
The only civilian amongst 500 infantrymen is a fairly unique experience for a licensed engineer.  I have enjoyed the 
comradeship and shared experience.  I also hope that I have proven our adaptability and dedication in this most unique field of 
operation. 
100 operational hours after it set off, a fully serviceable ZJ706 finally returns to Akrotiri looking battle hardened and very, very 
dirty.  A solid two days of cleaning will lay testimony to the saying ‘you can take the helicopter to the desert, but it is 
considerably harder to take the desert out of the helicopter!! 

Flying Officer HRH William Wales is currently being fast-tracked through the RAF's six 
month pilot training course in just four months. He started his reduced four month stint at 
RAF Cranwell, home of the RAF's Central Flying School in Lincolnshire, in a Grob 
training plane before moving to Tucanos at RAF Linton-on-Ouse. After successful 
completion of the Tucano course, FO Wales will move to RAF Shawbury and will 
complete an intensive course designed to familiarise him with basic helicopter flying 
using the FBH Squirrel fleet.  
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