
The Gazelle who

Pictures by Georgina Hunter-Jones, Bob Fairall and courtesy of HRH 
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The Gazelle helicopter (SA341
and SA342) was the workhorse
of the British military for three

decrades. Originally built by Sud-
Aviation, which became AeroSpatial, it
began as a proposal for a light-weight
observation helicopter for the French
army, and was destined to replace the
Alouette 11.

In 1967, Britain joined in a produc-
tion sharing agreement with the French,

and the first Gazelle flight was made in
April 1967. Westland made the first
British military Gazelle in 1970, and
since then the Gazelle has been linked
with the British forces.

In 1971, the Gazelle established three
world helicopter speed records. The
fastest was 312 km (168 nm) per hour.

The Gazelle has about twenty differ-
ent variants, both military and civilian
and has been used over the years by

twenty seven different countries. France
has nearly 300 heavily-armed Gazelles.
There is also a special civilian variant,
the SA342G, which was certified in
June 1972.

The Gazelle uses the same Astazou II
powerplant and transmission system as
the Alouette 11. Unlike the Alouette II,
however, it has a fully-enclosed fuse-
lage structure and two pilots side by
side, with full dual controls. It also
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introduced two innovations: the fenestron and a rigid modi-
fied Bolkow-type main rotor. The Fenestron is a shrouded
tail-rotor with a high fin to improve flight characteristics at
high speed. It gives an added safety factor by guarding
against tail rotor strikes during landing. The Gazelle was
also the first helicopter to use composite blades. 

As part of the Anglo-French agreement, the Gazelle was
built under licence by Westland Helicopters for the British
Army, Air Force and Royal Navy. These Gazelles entered
service in 1973 as trainers. Later, the Gazelle was chosen by
the Army as a light observation/liaison helicopter joining
the Army Air Corps. The French Army use the Gazelle in
the armed anti-tank role fitted with up to six hot missiles.
This version, the SA.342M/L1, is powered by an up-
rated Turbomeca Astazou XIVM turbine developing
650kW. The Gazelle is also  popular with overseas and
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4,000 soldiers, 18
helicopters and 550
armoured vehicles

took part

1975 AAC Gazelle
circling the mosque

during a NATO exer-
cise at Deep Express

in Turkey

1976, Gazelle of the Salerno
Flight, mountain training over

Mt Etna in Sicily (10,900 ft)

1977 British Army of the
Rhine Royal Review at

Sennelager, West Germany.
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used in the armed/anti-tank/observa-
tion/civilian and training roles. It was
built under licence in Egypt and
Yugoslavia, as well as in the UK.

During the Cold War, Gazelles were
used by the British Army of the Rhine
(BAOR). The BAOR was part of the
NATO defence of West Germany from
the end of the Second World War until
1994. BAOR was divided into four divi-
sions, each of which could call upon the
Army Air Corps to provided Gazelle or
Lynx helicopters.

From 1975 to 1992, the Royal
Navy's Helicopter Display Team  was
composed of  four red Aérospatiale
Gazelle helicopters; the ‘Sharks’,
whose aircraft and pilots were drawn
from No 705 Naval Air Squadron
based at RNAS Culdrose, Cornwall.

The Sharks were unusal as a team
in that their crews were changed every
year. The pilots were all instructors
responsible for the basic training of
Royal Navy helicopter pilots. Shark
crews were all volunteers and all the
team activities; the pre-season
rehearsals, transits to and from display
venues, and the display flying itself
were extra to their normal weekday
duties.

The Sharks display routine was
renowned for mixing together a range
of different manoeuvres. They used
close formation, synchronised flying,

1975 The Royal
Navy display team
The Sharks from

705 RNAS
Culdrose in
Cornwall
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1977, AAC Gazelle over Hangar
Mountain near Voss in Norway,

during Exercise Hardfall
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opposition (ie flying apparently against each other, but
without touching or crashing!) and solo flying. Most of
the displays lasted for  10 minutes, and the Sharks used a
distinctive mix of red and green smoke.

The team operated for about twenty years. They flew
at airshows and events around the UK and Europe, but
were eventually disbanded in 1992, because of RN opera-
tional and budget cuts. Despite this, the Royal Navy
Helicopter Display Team title was maintained until the
end of 1996, as No 705 NAS, they continued to provide a
pair of Gazelles, ‘the Gazelle Pair.’ In 1995, the Sharks
got up a special four-aircraft team, which flew at a few
commemorative events. The Gazelle was retired from the
Royal Navy service in 1996, and at the same time Royal
Navy Helicopter Display Team was disbanded.

The Blue Eagles display team, the Army Air Corps
display team, also used Gazelles, but not exclusively.
Over the years from the creation of the team in 1968,
they had a variety of helicopters including the Bell 47
(Sioux) the Gazelle, Lynx and Scout. They also had a
variety of names; Eagles, Sparrow Hawks, Army Eagles
and (on the AAC’s 25th Anniversary Year) the Silver
Eagles. Between 1995 and 2007, they used four Gazelles
and one Lynx in a  formation display. They trained at
Middle Wallop. In 2008 the team became an Apache, a
Lynx, a Gazelle, a Scout and an Alouette, to represent
their history.

The civilian version of the Gazelle, the SA341G was
designed in the early 1970s as a response to interest from
the VIP market. Al Gwilt, Gazelle pilot says, “as with
Bell helicopters the military version was used to finance
the civilian. It was the first single engine turbine market
to get IFR certified in the US, and consequently had quite
a market in those days.”

Today the civilian Gazelles are divided into the
SA341G and the reconsituted military models. Although
cheaper to buy, there are some drawbacks with the ex-
military models, in that they can only fly on a permit, and
so cannot carry passengers, only crew, they may not fly
over congested airspace, for example, the London
heliroutes, anad have other basic restrictions.

HELICOPTER LIFE, Summer 2009

The Gazelle in the SA341G
civil, luxury variant
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Specifications 
Gazelle SA341G

The SA341G was the civil variant powered by an
Astazou IIIA engine. It was officially certificated on 7
June 1972; subsequently became first helicopter to obtain
single-pilot IFR Cat 1 approval in the US. Also devel-
oped into the ‘Stretched Gazelle’ with the cabin modified
to allow an additional 8 inches (20cm) legroom for the
rear passengers.

General characteristics
Crew: 1 + 4 Passengers
Length: 9.53 m (31 ft 3 in)
Rotor diameter: 10.50 m (34 ft 5 in)
Height: 3.18 m (10 ft 5 in)
Disc area: 87 m (932 ft)
Empty weight: 998 kg (2,196 lb) 
This varies with equipment
Max takeoff weight: 1,800 kg (3,960 lb)
Powerplant: Turboméca Astazou IIIA turboshaft 590 shp
(440 kW)

Performance
Maximum speed: 310 km/h
(168 knots 198 mph) @ Sea Level
Range: 500 + Miles
Service ceiling: 20.000 ft
Rate of climb: 12.2 m/s (2,400 ft/min)
Endurance: 3.5 Hrs

Gazelle
Luxury
console

Gazelle
Fenestron
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Celebrate Benjamin Franklin’s
305th birthday with this great 

Gourmet Present !
“Highly entertaining, with amusing extracts from
his writings. The book provides an extraordinary
insight into Franklin’s life in America, England

and France”    HARPER & QUEEN

“Mixes scenes from Franklin’s life and 
quotations from his writings with recipes 

recreating the flavours of the 18th century”
NEW SCIENTIST

In Hardback, 192 pages

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
Book of  Recipes

Main Line Times

“Bad Commentators spoil the best of Books; God
sends us Meat, but the Devil cooks” BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

“Beware of Meat twice boil’d, and an old Foe reconcil’d”
“Eat not to Dullness; drink not to Elevation”

“Fruit is essential for maintaining Gums and Skin”
“To lengthen thy Life, lessen thy Meals”
“Kill no more Pigeons than you can eat”
“Fish and Visitors stink in three Days”

“The Turkey is a unique American Creature”
“Squeamish Stomachs cannot eat without Pickles”

“Nothing but Money, is sweeter than Honey”
“Never spare the Parson’s wine, nor the Baker’s Pudding”

“Cheese and Salt Meat, should be sparingly Eat”
“Hunger never saw bad Bread”

“The sleeping Fox catches no Poultry”
“Take counsel in Wine, but resolve afterwards in Water”

To place an order, please contact:
FlyFizzi Publishing, 59 Great Ormond Street,
London WC1N-3HZ, England
Tel: +44-20-7430-2384 Fax: +44-20-7430-2384
Email: flyfizzi@dircon.co.uk
website: www.flyfizzi.co.uk

Books £14.99 plus postage and packing
or by the case of 24

Franklin’s quotes in the book

How to order
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The Hermès
Helicopter 

Louis Vuitton has bought Princess yachts, and now
Hermès is designing helicopters: what has hap-
pened to the world! We are in a recession but lux-

ury just goes on winning!
The first Helicopter by Hermes, pictured above, has

been delivered to Falcon
Helicopters in Abu Dahbi.
Eurocopter says of its new product:

“L’Hélicoptère par Hermès’ is a
singular experiment in collabora-
tive engineering and design which
was not founded on a straightfor-
ward combination of skills, (tech-
nical on one hand and ‘decorative’
on the other) but on a truly mutual
evolution on dialogue and research
between Eurocopter engineers and Hermès designers and
craftmen. 

The key concept of “l’Helicoptère par Hermès” is: the
passenger is all important. Issues of style versus engi-

neering are resolved to provide an uncompromisingly
user-centric experience. 

Based on the EC135, the world leader in the new gen-
eration of light, twin-engine helicopters, “l’Hélicoptère
par Hermès” unites the most advanced aircraft technolo-

gies developed by Eurocopter with
the savoir-faire of Hermès, which
has accompanied discerning trav-
ellers for more than 170 years. 

Combining a spacious cabin with
a seating capacity for four passen-
gers, ample storage compartment
and lateral sliding doors, the EC135
- Eurocopter’s best-selling light mul-
timission, twin-engined helicopter
with an unusually low noise-signa-

ture - provided an ideal template for the Hermès designer
and craftsmen. 

Hermès’ distinctive signature is apparent across the
aircraft’s exterior and interior design treatment.”
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continued from page 15

Dear Georgina,
I have just returned from playing with two fellow mem-

bers at Barton on Sea Golfclud, only to pick up
Helicopter Life and read your editor's letter.  I hope you
were treated royally last December.  It's a very friendly
club, with lots of wags!  When playing, we see a lot of
light aircraft and helicopter activity in the skies above,
especially on a wonderful spring day like today.  Should
you make such a precautionary landing again, please get
in touch!
With best wishes,

David Beeby

Dear Georgina,
I have just been told there is a helicopter designed by
Hermès, would it be possible to see a picture of it in
Helicopter Life?
Many thanks

John Martin

This is what you call quick response to readers queries!
Ed

T O T H E ED I T O RMO R E LE T T E R S
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