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Foreword by Air Vice-Marshal Nigel Baldwin CB CBE


SINCE THE THEN director of the British Museum, Neil MacGregor, published his A History of the World in 100 Objects to much acclaim in 2011, the idea has caught on. Waterloo in 1815, a history of birdwatching, American sports, the First World War, the history of Norfolk and a wide range of other subjects have been covered so it should come as no surprise that, approaching the Royal Air Force’s centenary in 2018, one of the most active of modern RAF historians should take on another ‘100 Objects’ task. He has produced a page-turner.


The author, Wing Commander Peter Jacobs, is widely published on RAF matters. I met him in 1996 when he had just researched the Roll of Honour 1939–45 of the nearly 2,000, mostly aircrew, of 50 and 61 Squadrons who lost their lives in the Second World War strategic bombing campaign. The great majority of them were, but not exclusively, Lancaster aircrew. Every year since then, on a June Sunday, Peter and I have stood together at the Squadrons’ memorials at Birchwood near Lincoln (on the site of the Second World War airfield at RAF Skellingthorpe) and in the neighbouring village of Skellingthorpe and joined the villagers and local community leaders to salute the memory of those extraordinary men but also to comfort the small number of survivors – now in their nineties – as they too, with their families, make their annual pilgrimage.


I approached the book with trepidation and soon with a feeling of some shame and inadequacy. I have been fascinated by the RAF’s history, achievements and people since a small boy. With the advantage of the RAF College, Cranwell, the RAF Staff College, Bracknell, and service as a pilot on three of the RAF’s oldest and most distinguished squadrons (IX, 35 and 50 Squadrons) and having been chairman of the RAF Historical Society for over twenty years behind me, I thought I knew a thing or two about our history. Not a bit of it: for example, Object 3 with its story about the RAF roundel was almost brand new to me – certainly the detail was. As I turned the pages, more and more ‘new’ things emerged. A photograph of a SE5a windscreen (Object 7) rapidly leads us into the story of Major James McCudden VC, DSO and Bar, MC and Bar, MM who, at 23 years old and after fifty-seven aerial victories, crashed and was killed on take-off while on a simple delivery flight.


Presenting the 100 objects broadly chronologically, the author captures the reader by using an eye-catching title and photograph to move quickly into telling sometimes a complex story with much clarity in only a couple of pages or so. Wing Commander Guy Gibson’s office, for example, now restored and back in place at RAF Scampton (Object 39), introduces the reader to the 617 Squadron attack in May 1943 on the German dams. Object 44, a humble aircrew scarf, draws the reader into the Lancaster bomb aimer Les Bartlett’s experiences in that awful winter of 1943–44. Les Bartlett was in Flight Lieutenant Mike Beetham’s crew. The latter, eventually the longest-serving Chief of the Air Staff after Hugh Trenchard (see Object 2), is introduced by his forage cap – Object 86. Peter Jacobs knew Sir Michael well and published his biography in 2013. Sir Michael was President of the 50/61 Squadrons’ Association until the day he died in 2015.


In the latter part of the book, the reader is brought up to date with a fine description of the genesis of and the successful build of the RAF Bomber Command Memorial in London’s Green Park which was unveiled by HM the Queen in June 2012 (Object 97) and this story is followed by those of the Red Arrows (Object 98) and that of today’s front-line fighter and multi-role aircraft, the Typhoon (Object 99). Peter Jacobs’ 100-year summary concludes with the story of the Reaper MQ9A Remotely Piloted Air System (Object 100). When our successors continue this venture in 100 years’ time, will that be Object 1 I wonder?


The reader will be struck by the extraordinary advances in aircraft, engines and associated technologies in these 100 years – probably one of the most rapid series of advances in human history. But the reader will also be struck by something that has not changed: the bravery, spirit, determination, and enthusiasm of those who have ‘reached for the sky’ in defence of their homeland.


This book is a culmination of much study and imaginative enquiry. I defy any reader to ‘know it all’. Most will be amazed by the detail and the colour of so many aspects of the RAF’s relatively short life. It is a fine product to help mark the centenary on 1 April 2018 and, in addition, will be a splendid way of introducing a new generation to Her Majesty’s youngest service.


Air Vice-Marshal Nigel Baldwin CB CBE


Chairman Royal Air Force Historical Society




Introduction


ASK PEOPLE TO name their best ten films, or ten favourite pieces of music, and you will get a different selection of answers from every person you ask. The same would also be true if you asked someone to select 100 objects that told the history of the RAF through its 100 years. And so, that was the position I found myself in more than two years ago, when first asked to write this book. I felt privileged, of course, to be given the opportunity to do so, but just where should I start and what should I include?


As I thought more about it, I became increasingly convinced that while individual lists might differ several of the objects would at least be common in theme. For example, I would be surprised if an aircraft such as the Spitfire or Lancaster was missing, or if the Battle of Britain or Dambusters were not included, or if the Red Arrows were not mentioned, or if some of the RAF’s great names from the past were not represented in some way: leaders like Hugh Trenchard, often referred to as the founder of the RAF, Hugh Dowding and Arthur Harris, who had respectively ensured Britain’s survival and then paved the way to victory during the Second World War, and legendary wartime pilots such as Douglas Bader and Guy Gibson. There were always going to be certain parts of the RAF’s long and distinguished history that I felt needed to be included in the book, but would I be able to find suitable objects? This, I felt, would be the biggest challenge of all. And I was right.


There is so much to tell and, for a start, the RAF is not all about aircraft. Indeed, I did not want the 100 Objects to become a book of aircraft – it could so easily have become that – and so I wanted to find many different types of objects that would collectively allow me to tell the story – for example, buildings, vehicles, publications, weapons, uniforms, specialist clothing and equipment, to name but a few. Furthermore, the RAF is a way of life and so I wanted to include objects that helped me cover the ethos and culture of the service, such as music, sport and faith. And, of course, the RAF has always been about its people and so I wanted to find objects that helped me tell the occasional personal story along the way. Because an important part of service life is remembering the past, I wanted to include objects of remembrance and reunion. I also wanted to cover the many different capabilities of the RAF and include other important aspects of the service, such as the role played by women over the years, the value of the reserves and the importance of cadets. I was also mindful from the outset that the book had to be balanced and so the 100 objects would have to be spread across 100 years. For example, I did not want a disproportionate number of personal items from the Second World War at the expense of other significant periods of the RAF’s history – such as the immediate aftermath of the First World War, when the newly formed RAF had to fight for its survival, the policing of the Empire and the development of high-speed flight during the interwar years, and the Berlin airlift, the dawn of the jet age and the Cold War in the difficult years following the Second World War. I could go on but I am sure you get the idea.


The challenge of trying to achieve all of this is obvious, but it was then a matter of going around the country to look for suitable objects. I wanted them to come from as many different places as I could to show just how the RAF’s legacy is being preserved. What I found, in general terms, was that objects tend to be in one of four different types of place. Firstly, they are in museums. The most obvious, of course, are the large national museums, such as the RAF Museums at Hendon and Cosford, the Imperial War Museums (London, Duxford and Manchester), the Science Museum in London and the National Museum of Flight in Scotland. But I also knew there to be many other small museums and collections across the country, usually run by volunteers, where visitors can go to learn about the past. These might only be open at specific times of the year or on certain days of the week, but the Internet is a marvellous tool to seek them out and plan a visit. And so, I went to as many of these as I could in search of finding something that might be different or could not be seen elsewhere. I felt that if I could include just one object from as many of these locations as possible, it would help raise the profile of these marvellous places. The second place to look for objects is on RAF stations. This was particularly rewarding for me. There was more to be found than I expected and it was pleasing to see heritage centres and memorial rooms established on so many bases. These can usually be made accessible to the public with prior arrangement. The third category of where to look is in public places (other than museums), such as in parks. Admittedly, finding objects in this category is not easy and they tend to be memorials, with the focal point often being in London, but they do exist. The final category, and this applies mostly to personal items of interest, is in family or private collections. I wanted to make sure that as few objects as possible fell into this category because I wanted most of the 100 objects included in the story to be accessible to the public.


Having finally found plenty of wonderful objects, far more than are included here, it was then a case of deciding what should be included and what, sadly, would have to be missed. After all, the book is titled The RAF in 100 Objects and so 100 objects it had to be. Decisions had to be made and they were not easy. But having eventually decided on the final 100, I then had to decide how best to present them. There were at least a couple of ways this could have been done, but in the end I felt the story simply had to be told broadly chronologically – from the birth of the RAF to what it has become today. This is done in sections, starting in the latter stages of the First World War when German attacks on London ultimately led to the formation of the RAF. The sections then follow the fledgling new service through the interwar years as it built solid foundations for the future. By the Second World War it was fully established alongside its Royal Navy and army counterparts, and if anyone needed reminding of just how vital the RAF was for the nation’s security then the Battle of Britain surely provided that defining moment. Then, with the country at peace once more, the RAF entered a new and exciting period of the jet age, but peace was not guaranteed for long and soon came the Cold War. The years that followed proved to be tense and uncertain, with the RAF at the centre of the nation’s nuclear deterrent, before the Iron Curtain finally came down. Since then, the RAF has been involved in campaigns and conflicts across the world, either when the UK has operated alone or as part of a coalition force or alliance. The contrast between the first object and the last gives a good indication of just how far the RAF has come.


As its centenary, 2018 marks a significant year for the RAF. It is a milestone that many a century ago could never have foreseen. I feel immensely proud to have served through thirty-seven of those years – more than one-third of the RAF’s history – during which I got to know the service very well. As I said at the start, we will all have our own ideas about what should be included in the 100 objects and what should be left out. These are my 100 objects of choice. Each helps tell a small part of what is a massive story to tell. Collectively, I believe they do. Enjoy the book!


Peter Jacobs


2017
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1


The Smuts Report


DECIDING WHAT SHOULD be object number one, and, therefore, what should start the story of the Royal Air Force’s 100 years, was never going to be easy. People will have their own ideas but I have decided to go for a simple document, known as the Smuts Report, as it was this report that was instrumental in leading to the formation of the Royal Air Force.


With German bombing of London during 1917 causing public outrage, the British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, commissioned a report for the Imperial War Cabinet – comprising the prime ministers and other senior officials of the Commonwealth nations – to co-ordinate military policy. The report was to be prepared by the prominent South African military leader, General Jan Smuts, and was to report on two key issues: firstly, to address the arrangements for Home Defence against the increasing number of enemy bombing raids on Britain and, secondly, to address the air organisation in general and the direction of aerial operations.


In response to the latter, Smuts recommended the establishment of a separate air service. It was a recommendation that was to be accepted by the War Cabinet, with Smuts then asked to lead an Air Organisation Committee to put the recommendation into effect. Much of the detailed work was led by Lieutenant General Sir David Henderson, a senior leader of British military aviation during the First World War, and in early 1918 Lord Rothermere was appointed as the first Secretary of State for Air, with the establishment of an Air Council. And so, it was the Smuts Report, which had recommended the creation of a single air force to hit back at Germany, that led to the amalgamation of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) on 1 April 1918 to become the Royal Air Force (RAF) under the newly created Air Ministry.




Country of Origin:


UK


Date:


August 1917


Location:


RAF Museum


Hendon, London


(© RAF Museum)





The RAF was the world’s first independent air force (i.e., it was independent of army or navy control) and by the end of the First World War it had become the most powerful air force in the world with some 22,000 aircraft and more than 313,000 personnel (there had been just over 2,000 serving with the RFC and RNAS at the outbreak of war). However, the RAF had only been considered a temporary organisation on its formation, and for the next few months its future was uncertain. It would not be until the dust had settled long after the First World War was over that the cabinet decided to retain the country’s third service – although the RAF was to be reduced in strength to 35,000. The rest, as they say, is history.


2


Trenchard’s Boots


AT FIRST GLANCE, a pair of boots might not seem particularly interesting or historic but in this case the boots belonged to Marshal of the Royal Air Force Hugh Montague Trenchard, 1st Viscount Trenchard GCB OM GCVO DSO, a man often remembered as the Father of the Royal Air Force and a name that has become synonymous with the RAF and its strategic use of air power. If it was the Smuts Report that was instrumental in leading to the formation of the RAF, then it was the vision of Trenchard that made it work.


Trenchard was a former army officer. Born in Taunton in 1873, he had served as a young man in India and the Boer War, as well as West Africa where he commanded the Southern Nigeria Regiment. Encouraged by a colleague, he learned to fly in 1912 at the age of 39. Although he was no youngster, Trenchard quickly gained his aviator’s certificate with just a couple of weeks of tuition and not much more than an hour spent in the air. At the outbreak of the First World War he was given command of the Military Wing with responsibility for the RFC at home, specifically for the training of replacement personnel and the raising of new squadrons for service overseas. But Trenchard was disappointed to have been left at home. He was keen to get to the front line and finally got his chance when he was given command of the RFC’s First Wing in France. Then, in 1915, he was promoted to brigadier to command the RFC in the field, an appointment he held for more than two years and during which he was further promoted to the rank of major general.




Country of Origin:


UK


Date: 1918


Location: RAF


College Cranwell, Lincolnshire


(By kind permission of the Commandant RAF College Cranwell)





When the decision was made to form the RAF, Trenchard was the man chosen to lead it. With his background, it can clearly be seen why. He understood the importance of co-ordination between land and air assets, particularly when carrying out offensive air operations, and he also realised the importance of morale; not only the morale of those under his command but the effect that air power could have on the morale of his enemy.


In January 1918, Trenchard was summoned back from France, knighted and appointed Chief of the Air Staff (CAS) on the newly formed Air Council. The days leading up to the official formation of the RAF were never going to be easy but following weeks of disagreements with Lord Rothermere, Trenchard resigned and returned to France. For the final few months of the war he commanded the newly formed Independent Force, a strategic bomber force made up of day and night squadrons that were tasked with striking at key targets without co-ordination with the other services.


Trenchard had been replaced as CAS by Major General Frederick Sykes but when Winston Churchill became Secretary of State for War and Air in 1919 he was reinstated as CAS. It was an appointment Trenchard would hold for the next eleven years. He worked tirelessly in the immediate aftermath of war to establish the RAF in time of peace and to secure its future by finding a permanent role for his new service. It was a sizeable task. The RAF was only budgeted to around 10 per cent of its wartime establishment, both in terms of squadrons and manpower, and so he had to fend off the other services to prevent the RAF from being absorbed back into the army and the Royal Navy.


[image: Illustration]


With a new rank structure in place, Trenchard first became an air vice-marshal and then an air marshal, and in 1920 an opportunity came along for him to show the value of air power when he successfully argued that the RAF should take the lead to restore peace in Somaliland. Although a small air operation, its success allowed Trenchard to put forward his case for the RAF to police the British Empire and, soon after, the RAF was given control of British forces in Iraq while also policing India’s North-West Frontier.
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Marshal of the Royal Air Force Hugh Montague Trenchard, 1st Viscount Trenchard. (AHB)


Meanwhile back home, Trenchard’s long-term vision for the RAF included the creation of its own institutions to develop an air force for the future and to engender an esprit de corps, and amongst his early successes were the founding of the RAF Cadet College at Cranwell, the Aircraft Apprentice scheme at Halton and the RAF Staff College at Andover. He was also quick to expand the RAF’s strength with the creation of the Auxiliary Air Force (a reserve force) and he also instigated the University Air Squadron (UAS) scheme with the first three UAS squadrons formed at Oxford, Cambridge and London.


Trenchard had succeeded in securing the RAF’s future. He became the first person to hold the rank of marshal of the Royal Air Force and continued as CAS until replaced by Sir John Salmond at the beginning of 1930. Trenchard was then created Baron of Wolfeton, entering the House of Lords as the RAF’s first peer. He always maintained a keen interest in military affairs and remained a strong supporter of the RAF for the rest of his life. Trenchard died in 1956 at the age of 83, but he had never forgotten the importance of Cranwell and so his family gave some of his personal belongings, including these boots, to the RAF College.


So much is owed to Trenchard’s vision and strength of character. Almost single-handedly he successfully fought off the seemingly endless attacks by the other services in order to keep the RAF in existence and to give it an enduring sense of pride that has lasted to this day.
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RAF Roundel


THE RAF ROUNDEL is iconic and is known today all over the world. Essentially, the roundel has remained unchanged from its origins dating back to the early days of the First World War when the need to identify the nationality of an aircraft had first become apparent.


Early ideas of marking the nationality of an aircraft included painting the union flag but this proved unsatisfactory and so the RAF adopted a similar idea to the concentric circles used by the French. Although the colours of the union flag were maintained, the red, white and blue of the French markings were reversed so that the outer circle of the British marking was blue and its inner circle red. Initially the blue, white and red concentric circles of the British roundel were painted on the side of the fuselage, aft of the cockpit, and on the underside of the aircraft – as can clearly be seen on Object 4 – so that ground forces could clearly identify the aircraft’s nationality. But as the war progressed the circles were also painted on the upper surface of the top wing so that they could be seen during aerial engagements or if the aircraft was manoeuvring when close to the ground.


Affectionately known during its early days as ‘the target’, the RAF roundel has been modified over the years with several variations seen. For example, during the interwar years the inner circle was reduced to not much more than a red dot whereas after the Second World War its diameter was increased so much that the white circle could barely be seen at all. There were also many variations of the roundel during the Second World War. One used an outer yellow ring of variable thickness, outside of the blue, to make the roundel even more visible against the various camouflage schemes of aircraft, while another variation was in the Far East where RAF aircraft carried just two colours: a blue outer circle and a grey-blue inner. This was a different colour scheme altogether and used to differentiate between RAF aircraft and those of the Japanese, which wore the markings of a red circle.


[image: Illustration]


In more recent years the RAF roundel has appeared in three main formats: a dark blue outer circle and a red inner (i.e., with no white circle at all) as seen on camouflaged aircraft and helicopters; a toned down pale blue outer and red inner circle for reduced visibility, such as on aircraft camouflaged in air defence grey; and the traditional blue, white and red roundel as seen on some transport and all training aircraft – an example of which is shown here on the fuselage of a Jet Provost trainer at RAF Cranwell.




Country of Origin:


UK


Date: 1918


Location: RAF College Cranwell, Lincolnshire
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Sopwith Camel


THE SOPWITH CAMEL was the highest-scoring British fighter aircraft of the First World War. It was first introduced with the RFC and RNAS in 1917 to replace the struggling Sopwith Pup and to counter the new German fighters appearing over the Western Front at that time.


The Camel was so named because of the metal fairing ‘hump’ over the breeches of its twin machine guns. The design was intended to protect the guns from freezing at altitude and for the first time on a British fighter the machine guns were mounted directly in front of the cockpit and synchronised to fire through the propeller disc. Otherwise, the Camel’s design, with its wooden and quite bulky box-style fuselage, was conventional for its time, although the aircraft was reportedly difficult to fly. This was because of the close placement of the engine, pilot, guns and fuel, as well as the power of its 9-cylinder rotary engine, which gave the aircraft a top speed of 115mph (185km/h) and an operating altitude up to 21,000ft (6,400m). Nonetheless, in the right hands, the Camel was highly manoeuvrable and proved to be an excellent fighter, and by the end of the war nearly 1,300 enemy aircraft had fallen to its guns – more than to any other Allied aircraft.


The Camel was not only a very good day fighter but it proved versatile enough to be used for night fighting, as well as supporting the army on the ground. Indeed, during the latter period of the war the RAF operated the Camel as a ground-attack aircraft, mainly because newer and better performing German fighters were arriving in great numbers over the Western Front.




Country of Origin:


UK


Date: 1917


Location: RAF Museum Hendon, London


(© RAF Museum)





By the time production came to an end, nearly 5,500 Camels of all types had been built. Its replacement, the Sopwith Snipe, entered operational service during the final weeks of the war and would remain the RAF’s standard post-war single-seat fighter until the mid-1920s.


[image: Illustration]


Royal Flying Corps Sopwith F1 Camel


The Sopwith F1 Camel shown in the main image was probably built by Boulton & Paul at Norwich and sold as war surplus during the early 1920s. It was part of the renowned Nash Collection from 1936 and later restored at Heathrow airport between 1958 and 1962. It is now on display in the Grahame-White Factory at the RAF Museum Hendon.
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Hythe MkIII Camera Gun


A RATHER UNUSUAL and rare object is this Hythe MkIII camera gun, which was used to train pilots and rear gunners in air-to-air fighting.


Designed in 1916 at the RFC’s gunnery school at Hythe in Kent, and produced by Thornton-Pickard of Altrincham, this MkIII was the main production version. It was based on the chassis of the Lewis gun, and of the same weight, and could either be mounted on the top wing of single-seat fighters and operated by the pilot using Bowden cables or, in the case of two-seat aircraft, could be mounted on the rear gunner’s Scarff ring (a type of machine gun mounting developed by Warrant Officer F.W. Scarff).


The mechanism can be divided into three parts: the barrel containing the lens and shutter; the middle section containing the film and film-advance mechanism; and the rear section containing the release. The shutter is connected to the release mechanism by a wire and coiled springs. When the release is operated, the wire is pulled to open the shutter; another spring closes the shutter.


The camera gun was fitted with the same round drum magazine as the Lewis gun, which could be changed after each firing, as per the original gun, so that operation was as close to the real thing as possible. To operate the camera was simple. Cocking the gun wound the film and operating the trigger took a photo, and so the camera gun could be ‘fired’ at other aircraft and targets without using ammunition; instead, the photos would later be assessed to judge the operator’s aim.




Country of Origin:


UK


Date: 1916


Location: RAF Waddington Heritage Centre, Lincolnshire


(By kind permission of the Station Commander RAF Waddington)





The Hythe MkIII remained in service until 1934 when replaced by the Williamson camera gun, although some are known to have still been in use during the early days of the Second World War. How many homes the example shown here had is unknown, but it is believed to have been used to train air gunnery on 503 (County of Lincoln) Squadron at RAF Waddington between the wars.
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The camera gun shown mounted on the rear gunner’s Scarff ring. (RAF Waddington Heritage Centre)
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First Edition of the Air Force List


THE AIR FORCE List is an important publication for many reasons, not least for historical purposes because it provides us with a record of all officers serving with the RAF at specific times, and the branch structure under which they served, and helps us trace information about individual officers when researching their career.


Shown here is the historic first edition of the Air Force List as published by the newly created Air Ministry in April 1918 (corrected to 1 February 1918). The first paragraph of the opening notes page, written by the secretary at the Air Ministry, is interesting:




The rules adopted for drawing up the Air Force List are arbitrary and only for the purpose of amalgamating the two Flying Services, and will not necessarily be followed after the Air Force has been formed.





The notes go on to state:




It is realised that in the case of certain officers who hold temporary rank only, their grading, although in the correct rank, gives them an incorrect position in the list of that rank. In order that the publication of the Air Force List may not be delayed, these errors are left for future adjustment. Further, owing to errors, it may be found necessary to alter the ranks and positions in which officers are shown on the Gradation List, and the Air Council reserve to themselves the right to do so, should occasion arise.







Country of Origin:


UK


Date: April 1918


Location: RAF College Cranwell, Lincolnshire


(By kind permission of the Commandant RAF College Cranwell)





Notwithstanding the notes above, this first edition of the Air Force List is historically important as it records the names and ranks of those serving on the formation of the RAF having transferred from the RFC or RNAS. Under the Gradation Lists, HM King George V is shown as the General-in-Chief, after which the most senior officer listed is Lieutenant General Sir David Henderson. After Henderson there are five officers listed in the rank of major general: Mark Kerr; Sir Hugh Trenchard; Godfrey Paine; Sefton Brancker; and Richard Munday. There are just nine colonels listed with all other officers being of lower rank. All officers are listed under a branch. The branches are: Staff officers; aeroplane and seaplane officers (by far the biggest section); dirigible officers; kite balloon officers; observer officers; administrative officers; technical officers: and unclassified officers. The seniority for all officers is shown as 1 April 1918. Those demobilised are also listed under the heading ‘Technical Reserve’. However, the full list of officers serving under the Ministry of Munitions was not available in time for insertion in the first issue of the Air Force List and so their names would appear in the next edition the following month.


[image: Illustration]


The Air Force List continued to be produced monthly during the interwar years and included details of the officer’s units and locations, as well as details of any decorations or awards. It was produced every two months during the Second World War until October 1944, after which it was issued quarterly, then annually and eventually biennially. From 1939 until 1954 there was also a Confidential Air Force List and from 1949 there has been a Retired List, providing key information about an officer, such as date of birth, date commissioned, and the rank and date of retirement. The Royal Navy and army have their own published lists (the Navy List and the Army List respectively).


The Air Force List can now be viewed online and downloaded from the government website, while past editions can be found at The National Archives and at other specialist libraries and archives across the country.
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SE5a Windscreen


ON 9 JULY 1918, the First World War flying ace Major James McCudden VC DSO & Bar MC & Bar MM was killed – not by enemy air action but in a tragic flying accident – and shown here is the shattered glass windscreen of his SE5a fighter.


Born in Gillingham, Kent, Jimmy McCudden joined the Royal Engineers in 1910. At the outbreak of the First World War he was an aircraft mechanic and immediately went to France with the RFC. By the following year, he was a sergeant but his reputation as a highly successful engine mechanic was beginning to stand in his way of becoming a pilot, and so he voluntarily started flying on sorties as an observer. McCudden soon impressed, particularly when acting as an aerial gunner, and so in early 1916 he was promoted to flight sergeant and sent back to England for pilot training.


With his training completed McCudden returned to France to join 20 Squadron at Clairmarais. The squadron was equipped with the Royal Aircraft Factory FE2b two-seat ‘pusher’ bomber and he had arrived during the height of the Battle of the Somme. However, he was not to remain with the squadron for long and soon found himself transferred to 29 Squadron at Abeele, a squadron equipped with the Airco DH2 single-seat fighter.




Country of Origin:


UK


Date: July 1918


Location: Imperial War Museum London


(© IWM)





McCudden immediately took to the lighter DH2 and during a patrol along the Armentieres–Ypres sector on 6 September 1916, he scored his first success: a German Albatros. But he would have to wait until late in January 1917 for his next aerial success, although he had earlier sent a couple of enemy observation balloons to the ground to earn the Military Medal (MM). He had now been commissioned as a second lieutenant and by the following month he was an ace, with five confirmed victories, for which he was awarded his first Military Cross (MC). He was then given a rest from the front line. The RFC was expanding at such a rate that experienced pilots were being taken from the operational squadrons in France to train the large numbers passing through the training system back home.


[image: Illustration]


Major James McCudden. (AHB)


After returning to France, first with 66 Squadron and then as a flight commander with 56 Squadron, McCudden was a captain and flying the Royal Aircraft Factory SE5a fighter. It was the summer of 1917 and the Third Battle of Ypres, and the squadron was in constant battle with the best of the German fighters. McCudden scored his first success flying the SE5a on 18 August when he sent an Albatros spinning out of control. Things now started happening at pace. In October, he was awarded a Bar to his MC having been credited with eighteen victories – many falling to his guns when he used his preferred technique of diving beneath the height of his intended victim and then pulling up unseen from below.


Although described as being recklessly brave, McCudden was also professional in every respect. Being a former mechanic he had a thorough knowledge of his machine and was even known to carry out inspections of his flight’s aircraft to ensure they were being maintained to the highest standard. Five more victories followed in November and then a remarkable fourteen in December, including several during the Battle of Cambrai, earning him the Distinguished Service Order (DSO) and Bar. By the end of January 1918, he had taken his total to forty-six, surpassing the score of the leading ace Albert Ball VC DSO & two Bars MC who had been credited with forty-four aerial victories before his death the year before.


McCudden added eleven more victories to his tally in February, taking his personal score to fifty-seven; all but five had been achieved flying the SE5a. He had long hardened to the horror of the air war over the Western Front but was now reportedly suffering from combat fatigue and so he was sent home for a well-earned rest. At the end of March came the official announcement of his award of the Victoria Cross (VC), the country’s highest award for gallantry; the investiture taking place in April, the same week as the RAF was formed.


On 9 July 1918, McCudden was flying a new SE5a (C1126) and was on his way to take command of 60 Squadron at Boffles in northern France. After taking off from Auxi-le-Château in the late afternoon for the final leg of his journey, his aircraft was seen to roll on its side and plunge into trees on the edge of the aerodrome. Although McCudden was pulled from the wreckage and taken immediately to a casualty clearing station, he died that evening from his injuries. It was a tragic end to such a short but gallant life; he was just 23 years old.


James McCudden is buried at the Wavans British Cemetery in France. He was one of the highest-scoring and most highly decorated British airmen in history, and his VC was one of just nineteen awarded for gallantry in the air during the First World War. His death came just days before the loss of Major Micky Mannock VC DSO & two Bars MC & Bar, the highest-scoring British fighter pilot of the First World War with seventy-three victories.


The shattered glass windscreen, with its surrounding rubber seal, from McCudden’s SE5a is on display at the Imperial War Museum in London, as is his tunic bearing the ribbons of his impressive array of military decorations.
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Officer’s Dress Jacket and Cap


THE ESTABLISHMENT OF the RAF as an independent service meant the design of a new uniform. It was initially decided that the officer uniform was to be pale blue with gold braid trimmings, although the khaki pattern of the RFC was still to be worn until the transition was complete. And so there was a period when either khaki or pale blue could be worn. In fact, the changeover period was particularly slow, not helped by many new RAF recruits being issued with the older khaki pattern and because the new pale blue was unpopular, even amongst the most senior of officers.


The khaki uniform continued to be worn until as late as 1924 when it was finally replaced by a new blue-grey colour uniform, the colour and style still worn today, which had replaced the rather unpopular and impractical idea of pale blue with gold braid.


Shown here is a khaki 1918-pattern RAF officer’s service dress jacket and cap that belonged to Lieutenant Frederic Hopkins. Born in Sheffield in 1899, Hopkins joined the RFC in 1917 and after serving as a cadet at Corpus Christie College, Oxford, was commissioned as a second lieutenant. After transferring to the newly formed RAF, he served briefly at Waddington in Lincolnshire before being posted out to France where he served with 108 Squadron at Capelle.




Country of Origin:


UK


Date: 1918


Location: Newark Air Museum, Nottinghamshire


(By kind permission of the Newark Air Museum)





The uniform is made of cloth, single-breasted and has an open collar and four pockets. It features brass buttons and the RAF pilot wings are sewn above the left breast pocket. At this stage the rank is still that of the army, as the RAF’s new rank structure had yet to be implemented. The cap is khaki fabric with a black patent leather peak and fitted with a black mohair band.


[image: Illustration]


Sadly, though, this uniform jacket and cap provides a poignant reminder of a lost generation. Hopkins was killed in action on 1 October 1918 when his DH9 two-seat bomber was shot down over Belgium; he was just 19 years old. Frederic Hopkins is buried in the Harlebeke New British Cemetery in Belgium. His service dress jacket and cap, along with other personal items, are currently on display at the Newark Air Museum, Nottinghamshire.


[image: Illustration]
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Cap and Badge of the Women’s Royal Air Force


THE CAP AND badge shown here belonged to Maude Lowe of the Women’s Royal Air Force (WRAF) who served as a station cook during 1918. She was one of more than 9,000 women who had volunteered to join the newly formed female branch of the RAF.


Formed on the same day as the RAF, the decision to establish the WRAF, with Lady Gertrude Crawford as its first commandant, had followed concerns about what would happen to the specialised female workforce working during the First World War as members of the Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) and the Women’s Royal Naval Service (WRNS). As things were to turn out, those already serving with the WAAC and WRNS were given the option to join the new service and the WRAF’s numbers were swelled further by the enrolment of civilians to boost its ranks. The minimum age for female volunteers was 18, although selection from outside the military was complex and included stringent health checks. Those from educated and upper-class families were generally enrolled as officers, whilst the majority were recruited as members and fell into one of two categories; Mobiles, who lived on or near the workplace and could be transferred anywhere if required; or Immobiles who continued to live at home and were attached to their local station.




Country of Origin:


UK


Date: 1918


Location: RAF Scampton Heritage Centre, Lincolnshire


(By kind permission of the Station Commander RAF Scampton)





The original intention was that the WRAF would provide female mechanics so that men could be released for combat service, but such was the response to enrolment that women volunteered for many positions. Most were employed in basic trades, such as clerks or in stores; some worked in the Technical section covering a wide range of trades, many of which were highly skilled, such as fitters and welders; while others worked in the Household section where they often worked the longest hours doing back-breaking work for the lowest pay.
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