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Arthur Charles Faulkner (right) in his First World War flying kit. He is believed to have flown in two-seaters, and the other airman may, therefore, be his flying partner.





In loving memory of Neil’s dad, Neil Charles Faulkner (1932–2007), who would have liked this book; his father, Neil’s granddad, served in the Royal Flying Corps during the First World War.





Also in loving memory of Nadia’s maternal grandfather, Georg Gaida (1909–45), an artist and German pacifist who was deported at the end of the Second World War and died en route to Siberia.
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Introduction


Trench-war stalemate and endless battles of attrition in which thousands perished to capture a few yards of shell-blasted ground and mud-choked ditches: such are the images conjured by the First World War. Certainly, ‘the war to end all wars’ turned on great Western Front battles like the Somme, Verdun, and Passchendaele. The conflict, however, was global and multifaceted.


It was the first mass, industrialised ‘total war’, in which millions were conscripted to fight, and millions more were mobilised for production on the ‘home fronts’. Whole economies and societies were transformed by a grinding year-on-year struggle. And while the war thundered in the Western Front, battles of equal importance were taking place on the Eastern Front between Russia on one side and Germany and Austria on the other. In addition, Northern Italy, the Balkans, and the Middle East constituted major secondary fronts. Moreover, the war was also fought at sea, especially in the grey wastes of the Atlantic and North Sea, where British warships maintained a blockade of Germany, while German U-boats attempted to choke British trade. And finally, it was fought in the sky.


The new war in the air was startling, frightening, and portentous. The war as a whole was not simply global in extent and ‘total’ in character and impact; it was also technological. Scientists and engineers worked constantly to improve equipment and weapons systems, and to steal a technological march on their countries’ enemies. The air war was an especially dynamic branch of this novel techno-war.


Aircraft were first used primarily for reconnaissance. But their effectiveness – the speed at which they could cover ground and the breadth and extent of view they commanded – invited immediate attempts to shoot them down. The easiest way to do this was to send other aircraft against them, and a struggle for air supremacy began. Some visionaries had already predicted other uses for aircraft, however, either tactically, for ground attack in support of land-based operations, or even strategically, as an independent aerial bomber force attacking the enemy’s industry, infrastructure, and civilian population.


At the beginning of 1915, Imperial Germany launched the first strategic bombing campaign in history. The target was Britain – its war industries, its essential services, its workforce, and above all, its capital city. Between January 1915 and August 1918, fifty-three bombing raids by Zeppelin airships were mounted, and between May 1917 and May 1918, there were thirty-three raids by Gotha and Giant aeroplanes. Though casualties and damage were limited, disruption and panic were widespread, and the British authorities were forced to construct the first home-defence system in history for resisting aerial attack. The bombers were countered by a string of coastal listening stations, a code-breaking department, an air-raid early warning system, rings of searchlights and anti-aircraft guns, and squadrons of home-defence fighter aircraft.


Strategic bombing has become an iconic form of war for modern humanity. We live in the shadow of Guernica, of London 1940, of the fire-bombing of Dresden and Hamburg, of the atomic explosions at Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and of the carpet-bombing of Vietnam and Cambodia. Millions died in the aerial bombing attacks of the twentieth century. And thousands are still dying, in the new twenty-first century, most recently, as we write, in Lebanon, Afghanistan, and Iraq.


This sort of war – indiscriminate mass killing of ordinary people from the air – was pioneered in the skies over London ninety years ago. Living memory of the conflict is fast disappearing. Those who witnessed the First Blitz as children are now in their nineties. Soon they will be gone, and the Zeppelins will be deep history, something from a time before anyone can remember. Though the First World War is relatively recent, accounts of it are not complete. Though much is lost forever, much else simply awaits rediscovery, locked in personal memory, forgotten in some archive, or surviving in the landscape as an overgrown ruin of brick and concrete.


In 2005 our newly formed Great War Archaeology Group (GWAG) set out to investigate the evidence for the first strategic bombing campaign in history. This book is the story of that project. It is an account of what we have found out so far about the First Battle of Britain. It is also an appeal to others to get involved in researching, conserving and displaying Britain’s largely unrecorded, much neglected, and fast degrading First World War archaeological heritage – because it is a past that matters, a past that we need to understand, a past that can help us, if we learn its lessons, to make the future better.
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‘Who art thou that judgest another mans servant.’ In a corner of the churchyard at Theberton is this burial plaque dedicated to the German aircrew who died in the destruction of Zeppelin L48 – victims of a new kind of war in the skies over Britain.
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The Destruction


of Zeppelin L48


By 2.30 on the morning of 17 June 1917, the German Zeppelin L48, flying north along the coast beyond Harwich, was in trouble. One of a new generation of super ‘height-climber’ Zeppelins, L48 was on its maiden bombing mission to Britain. The mission was doomed from the start. Six Zeppelins had been assigned to the raid, but two had been prevented from leaving their sheds by stiff crosswinds, and two others had been forced to return home early with engine trouble. Only L42 and L48 had made it to the British coast. They got no further. A thunderstorm raged inland, and all hope of reaching London, the principal target of opportunity, was quickly abandoned: the weather had blown shut the small window of time given to the airships to complete their mission.


For Zeppelins were machines of the night – stealth-bombers that relied, ideally, on the darkness of long moonless nights for safety, often launching their bombing runs with engines shut down, drifting silently with the wind, the underbellies of the latest models camouflaged with black paint. Yet Peter Strasser, Germany’s iron-hard airship commander-in-chief, had ordered this raid with the shortest night of the year less than a week away. Some had doubted his wisdom. Some considered the mission little short of suicidal. With only a few hours of half-light, the airships could not afford to linger over enemy territory, for to be caught in daylight would be to fall almost certain prey to Britain’s increasingly efficient and numerous home-defence fighter aircraft.


Height-climbers like L42 and L48 had been developed in direct response to this threat. The previous autumn, in the space of just a month, four state-of-the-art airships had been shot down by British night-fighters. The German High Command, though badly shaken, had kept its nerve and resolved to invest in a new generation of machines able to reach altitudes beyond the range of the British defences. Everything that could be done in the new design to reduce weight was done. The old three-engine rear gondola with outrigger brackets for propellers was replaced by a twin-engine version powering a single propeller. Fuel capacity was cut from 36 to 30 hours’ flying time. The number of bomb release mechanisms was halved. The hull structure was lightened. The control gondola became more compact. All accommodation and comforts for the crew were eliminated. This new generation of Zeppelins – the ‘Forties’ – were thus able to reach altitudes above 20,000ft, around 3,000ft higher than their predecessors, the ‘Thirties’.
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The L48 at Friedrichshafen in May 1917. The mighty Zeppelin was 645ft long – more than two football pitches in length, or three Jumbo 747s nose-to-tail. Having been stripped of every bit of excess weight possible to help it climb higher, it weighed in at just over 25 tons – whereas the average Jumbo weighs 390 tons at take-off. Such was L48’s volume that it could have held 687,400 gallons of water – the equivalent of more than eighteen Olympic-size swimming pools. (D.H. Robinson via Ray Rimell)


The height-climbers had made their debut over Britain on 16 March 1917. There had been problems from the beginning. Four miles up, higher than any aviators had ever ascended, the German aircrew entered the eerie world of the sub-stratosphere. Here, machines were buffeted by gales unknown to weather stations on the ground. Engines seized up, metalwork shattered, and instruments failed in the bitter cold. The aircrew were afflicted by pounding headaches, nausea, exhaustion, and frostbite. Moreover, from their icy nocturnal perches, the Zeppelin captains could discern almost nothing of the ground, and both navigation and targeting became little more than lotteries. The average damage inflicted by a raider slumped from around £6,500 in summer 1916 to around £2,000 now.
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A model of L48. Note the tiny size of the gondolas suspended below the Zeppelin’s huge canopy. The forward one was the control gondola, the rear one the main engine gondola, the two small ones amidships also engine gondolas.
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L48 in ‘night camouflage’ on a trial flight. As home defences improved, the undersides of Zeppelins were painted with black dope to make it harder for enemy searchlights to pick them up.
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An official military shot of L48, showing the two amidships engine gondolas, and the black cross of Imperial Germany.
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A contemporary postcard showing the wreckage of L48 in Crofts Field at Theberton Hall Farm – a tangled mass of lightweight duralumin girders.


Thus, in the early hours of 17 June, with the pale glow of dawn already showing in the east, L48 was in trouble. Approaching the East Anglian coast around midnight, in the bitter cold at 18,000ft, first the starboard engine had failed, then the forward engine had begun knocking badly, and finally the magnetic compass had frozen. Giving up on London, Kapitänleutnant Franz Georg Eichler ordered a bombing run over Harwich prior to turning for home. But the twenty-four recorded bombs dropped by L48 that night all landed harmlessly in Suffolk fields.


By then, the home defence was on full alert. During the bombing run, two dozen searchlights had snapped on, thrusting long, luminous, groping arms into the night sky. Then one of the arms caught the airship and held it in a circle of light. The others had quickly closed into a tight cone, bathing the airship in bright, dazzling light, illuminating its black underbelly, strung with tiny gondolas, and emblazoned with the serial number and the black cross of Imperial Germany. ‘Instantly it began to thunder and lightning below,’ recalled Leutnant zur See Otto Mieth, the airship first officer, ‘as if an inferno had been let loose. Hundreds of guns fired simultaneously, their flashes twinkling like fireflies in the blackness beneath. Shells whizzed past and exploded. Shrapnel flew. The ship was enveloped in a cloud of gas, smoke, and flying missiles.’


Fear twisted inside every man aboard. Weariness, the cold, the constant gasping for air were subsumed by the imminence of the fate most feared by men who fight in the air: burning to death in a tangle of flaming wreckage. For what was an airship but a vast gas-filled incendiary bomb? L48 flew only because it was lighter than air. A huge lightweight framework of duralumin girders and steel wires supported a row of eighteen gas-bags made of animal membrane, cotton fabric, and glue, which, when inflated, contained two million cubic feet of hydrogen gas and filled almost the entire interior space. Stretched over the exterior of the framework was an envelope of light cotton fabric, coated in dope, laced together, and pulled taut. The keel of the duralumin framework formed a gangway running the length of the ship, and here were stowed water-ballast sacks, petrol tanks, and bomb racks. Slung beneath the keel were the forward control gondola and three engine gondolas, a large one towards the rear, two smaller ones amidships. The airship’s five engines (with two in the rear gondola) powered four propellers, one at the back of each gondola, and afforded a maximum speed of 67mph. Direction was controlled by cables which ran from the forward gondola to movable rudders and elevators attached to the ends of the four tail-fins.


At almost 200m long and 24m across, L48 was bigger than a battleship. She was, at once, a triumph of modern engineering, a symbol of industrialised war, and a sinister black force in the night sky threatening death and destruction to those below. For the men who served her she was also something more: a huge, slow-moving, technically unreliable and highly vulnerable flying machine, with the potential to be transformed in an instant into a vast celestial funeral pyre.
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The contorted wreckage of L48 captured in another contemporary postcard. Amid the structural girders are two sections of ladder by which aircrew would have moved between the gondolas and the hull. Commemorative or ‘newsy’ postcards such as this were commonplace at that time.


There were nineteen men aboard that night. Half were machinists serving the engines, which required constant maintenance and occasional in-flight repairs. Though warmed by the engines during the long hours of flight, a head-splitting roar and an asphyxiating mix of oil and exhaust fumes assailed the machinists. Meanwhile, in the forward control gondola, bitter cold assailed the airship’s three officers – Korvettenkapitän Viktor Schütze, the commander of naval airships and leader of the raid, Kapitänleutnant Eichler, the commander of L48, and Leutnant zur See Mieth, his executive officer. Also in the control car were two petty officers operating rudders and elevators, two more working in a soundproof wireless compartment, and a navigator. Despite it being high summer, temperatures could sink below -25°C. The crew wore thick woollen underwear, blue naval uniforms, leather overalls, fur overcoats, scarves, goggles, leather helmets, thick gloves of leather and wool, and large felt overshoes covering their boots. They were sustained by generous rations of bread, sausage, stew, chocolate, and thermos flasks of strong coffee. Thus did the pioneers of military aviation enter the strange new combat zone of the upper skies.


L48 completed its bombing run unscathed. She then dropped to 13,000ft and headed for home. But the frozen compass misled the navigator, and instead of setting a course east, L48 went north, along rather than away from the British coast. By the time the error was detected, the forward engine had failed, and the airship’s speed, dependent now on three engines, was well down. Eichler radioed stations in the German Bight for bearings, and with them came the information that he would find useful tailwinds to assist his speed if he descended to 11,000ft. But the telephone lines that fed information from radio stations and observer posts to home-defence headquarters on the ground, and from there to the searchlights, AA batteries, and fighter airfields, were already humming. The lower skies were filling with hostile aircraft as they brightened with approaching dawn.
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A postcard showing the wreckage of L48 in Crofts Field, including the hedge which was later grubbed out, guarded by soldiers.
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Military salvage team at work on the debris of L48. The wreckage was of huge importance to the war effort, providing much information about the workings of the Zeppelins. The salvage teams reduced the wreck to manageable sizes for transporting by road to a special goods-train at Leiston Rail Station (three miles away). From there the remains were taken to The Royal Aircraft Establishment (or RAE) at Farnborough, where it was hoped valuable data could be collected to help Britain in her own efforts at designing successful military and civil airships.


At 1.55a.m. Second Lieutenant Frank Holder and Sergeant Sydney Ashby ascended from the Royal Flying Corps airfield at Orfordness in an FE2b night-fighter (see image here). Built of wood, wire and canvas, First World War aircraft were flimsy, low-powered, and often lethally dangerous to fly. As well as being slow, difficult to manoeuvre, and liable to develop technical faults in flight, they could take up to half an hour to climb to maximum altitude. The FE2b had a maximum speed of 92mph, an altitude ceiling of 11,000ft, and could stay in the air for only two hours thirty minutes. A pusher-biplane, with engine and propeller behind the cockpit, it had the appearance of a huge bug, with a stubby, round-nosed fuselage, and open struts and wires connecting this to the tail-plane. An observer sat in the nose, the pilot in a raised cockpit behind, and both were armed with machine-guns.


Holder first sighted L48 at about 2.10a.m., during her bombing run over Harwich under heavy anti-aircraft fire. The British had already developed a distinctive air-war doctrine: air supremacy – and thereby security from aerial bombardment – was to be achieved by relentless efforts to locate and destroy enemy aircraft. The British fighters were hunter-killers: once an airship had been sighted, their job was to pursue and attack just as long as they had operational range. Holder now did exactly that. He attempted to close with L48 over Harwich, but he could not achieve the necessary height, his and Ashby’s fire was ineffective, and his own machine-gun promptly jammed.


Following as L48 headed north, however, Holder began to gain on the airship as she was slowed by engine failure and descended in an effort to gain speed. Two other British fighters were also closing in. Flight Commander Henry Saundby had taken off from Orfordness at 2.55a.m. in a DH2 pusher-biplane (see image here). The DH2 had a similar bug-like appearance to Holder’s FE2b, but it was a single-seater, considerably smaller – with a wingspan of only 8.5m as against 14.5m – and performed rather better. Meantime, Second Lieutenant ‘Don’ Watkins had taken off from Goldhanger in a BE12 (see image here). A conventional single-seater aircraft with engine and propeller at the front, the BE12 was exceptionally stable, affording the pilot, who had to control the plane while doubling as machine-gunner, a secure firing platform amid the vagaries of aerial combat.


There were several other planes up, but only Holder, Saundby and Watkins actually engaged the Zeppelin. Around 90 per cent of home-defence pilots never saw their enemy in the air; of the minority who did, only a handful got close enough to engage. It was a combination of spreading light that June morning and the stricken and befuddled condition of their prey that allowed no less than three British fighters to join the kill.


As Holder closed, his observer fired off several drums of ammunition, the last at a range of just 300 yards, before Holder twisted the machine away. Someone else was also firing. Saundby had come up under the airship’s tail and fired off three drums at rapidly shortening ranges. Watkins also came in under the swaying tail, firing off a drum at long range, climbing steeply to close and fire off another, then finally bringing his plane to within 150 yards of the monster and firing three short bursts to empty a drum before veering away.


Two miles up in the half-light of dawn, blasted by bitter cold in their open cockpits, four British airmen were engaged in a new kind of combat, as tiny machines of wood, wire and canvas flew around a giant of the air twenty-five times bigger, spitting fire at her. The upward-firing Lewis gun was the decisive weapon, but only since the development of specialised incendiary bullets filled with phosphorous. These had the capacity to ignite escaping hydrogen as it mixed with air once a gas-bag had been punctured. As Holder turned away and looked back, he saw that L48 had begun to burn. His watch told 3.25a.m. Saundby and Watkins also saw fire. All three pilots hauled their machines clear: they knew that the fire would become a raging inferno in seconds, able to torch anything near it in the sky.


Thousands more had been watching down below, alerted by the searchlights and guns around Harwich, by the dull boom of the airship’s bombs, by the hum of escaping airship and pursuing fighters, and then, as the sky lightened, by the spectacle of the aerial combat unfolding above them. Motorcycling along a local road at about 3.15a.m. that morning, Captain Dimmock had seen the Zeppelin heading for the coast, under fire from an aeroplane pursuing at great distance. He could see the Zeppelin clearly against the reddish tint in the sky, swaying gently from side to side, as if underpowered. Then there were flashes of fire from what Dimmock guessed was a second attacking plane, apparently causing the Zeppelin to turn several times as its commander took evasive action.


Schoolboy George Foster was also watching, from his home in the village of Saxmundham. He guessed, from the knocking sound within, that the Zeppelin was in trouble as it drifted towards the North Sea. Then he too saw a fighter attack, as a British plane passed the Zeppelin, made a turn, and then fired two short bursts. Young housewife Doris Peecock, also a resident of the village, was awakened by:





… the strangest noise I had ever heard … as if a mighty traction engine had somehow got up into the air and was ploughing an irregular course through the sky … an enormous Zeppelin, lumbering and disabled, was literally staggering across the sky. It was quite low down and obviously suffering from engine trouble. The noise was deafening, and even as we gazed an aeroplane appeared out of the sky and started manoeuvring round and round the staggering ‘Zepp’, firing as it flew.
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