
Chris joined the Royal Navy in 1999, he has been intimately involved in Merlin and wider Aviation 

roles throughout his career including an exchange tour with the RAF on OP TELIC, bringing the 

Merlin Mk2 into Service as a Test Pilot and number of aviation Capability and Acquisition roles. He 

assumed Command of 820 Squadron in July 2018 just prior to the first Queen Elizabeth Deployment. 

 

Cdr Knowles (universally known as Grassy) initially joined the RN in 1999 from a Bursary at 

Loughborough University studying Computing and Management.  One of the first ab-initio Merlin 

Mk1 pilots his frontline ASW Operations included CVS and RFA deployments to the Indian Ocean and 

Gulf.  An exchange tour conducting Support Helicopter operations on the Mk3 Merlin with the RAF 

followed with 3 tours of Iraq including the Battle of Basra and support to UK Army training in Kenya. 

Returning to the RN via QHI Course, he was selected for test pilot training at the Empire Test Pilot 

School. As the Senior Pilot, Rotary Wing Test Sqn at Boscombe Down then the Merlin Capability 

Manager in Navy Command, he delivered the Merlin Mk2 from first flight at AgustaWestland  to Full 

Operating Capability.   Notable highlights included securing the Merlin Mk2 Defensive Aids Suite and 

Electro-Optic upgrades within an already complex and challenging programme. Graduating from the 

Advanced Command and Staff Course in 2016 he returned to Navy Command in the Maritime 

Capability Aviation role; delivering strategic advice on future manned and unmanned aviation 

capabilities and drafting the Fleet Air Arm Future Strategy.  This role covered all future aviation 

planning from Quadcopters through the upgrade and replacement programmes for Merlin and 

Wildcat and including RN equity in Joint Programmes such as P-8 Poseidon and F-35. 

 

His current role as Commanding Officer of 820 Squadron has been the highlight of his career, 

deploying with the Squadron on WESTLANT18, the first deployment of HMS Queen Elizabeth and 

leading the Squadron through the excitement of a new Carrier, new roles and new challenges.  Cdr 

Knowles is a Fellow of the Royal Aeronautical Society.  Married to Capt Lucy Vollentine RN, he lives 

in Wickham when on Leave with their daughter Daisy and is a keen cyclist when not entertaining a 7 

year old or striving to keep on top of DIY and gardening. 


