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This book is dedicated to all the men and women who have served in the RAF in its first 100 years.




FOREWORD


In April 2018, the Royal Air Force celebrates the 100th anniversary of its formation, so it is very appropriate that For the Love of the Air Force is published at this time. For the Service, the period since 1918 has been very eventful as military aviation advanced from simple aircraft with a simple role to the very complicated and extremely capable machines of today. There have been two world wars, a lengthy Cold War and dozens of minor conflicts; almost continually from its formation, the Royal Air Force has been distinguishing itself in action somewhere in the world for approaching 100 years.


To compress all of that into just 270 pages was a tall order but Norman Ferguson has been very successful indeed. The history, the people, the aircraft, the weapons, the operations and the units are all included, as are the ranks, the badges, the uniforms, the medals, the Air Cadets and the memorials. The author also includes a few of the things that didn’t go quite right. This combination makes the book a most useful compendium of information about the Service which is written in a readable style and I believe it will feature on the bookshelves of many aviation enthusiasts. It will also be an ideal present for any young person who has an interest in such things.


 


Air Marshal Sir Roger Austin KCB AFC, June 2017




INTRODUCTION


Although in existence for only a century, Britain’s air force is one of its most recognisable public institutions. Its history contains the exploits of Edward Mannock, Douglas Bader, Guy Gibson and Leonard Cheshire; its aircraft include the Sopwith Camel, the Spitfire, the Lancaster, the Mosquito, the Lightning, the Vulcan and the Harrier; its bases include Biggin Hill, Tangmere, Scampton, Duxford and Hendon.


This book will tell the story of this first century of the ‘junior service’ through chapters on its history, its people and all its associated elements. It will also tell of life in the blue uniform and some of the traditions of the service, as well as looking at the current organisation.


My own first-hand experiences of the RAF are from the outside, as a member of the Air Training Corps visiting some of the bases that were part of the front line of the Cold War, as both a cadet and an aviation enthusiast. The personnel’s quiet humour, allied to a strong sense of professionalism, is a constant thread running through their history. Those who wore the blue uniform had a serious job to do but did not always take themselves too seriously. I hope they find plenty to inform and entertain within these pages.


 


Norman Ferguson, 2017
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PART 1


HISTORY




CHAPTER ONE


BEGINNINGS


Military aviation began in the UK with balloon flying. Trials to ascertain their potential were started in the 1860s while a unit of the Royal Engineers operated static balloons for observation purposes from the 1890s. They were deployed with some success in the Boer War although army commanders were not convinced of their usefulness, with some worried that they would frighten the horses.


Following the Wright brothers’ flight of 1903, it was a fellow American who made the first fixed-wing, powered aircraft flight in the UK. On 16 October 1908, former Wild West showman Samuel Franklin Cody took to the skies at what would become a famous aeronautical site, Farnborough in Hampshire.


Cody advocated the use of aircraft for military purposes, but it took several years for the opportunities of fixed-wing military aviation to be realised. In 1912, trials were held to choose an aircraft for the newly formed Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and although Cody’s ‘flying cathedral’ design won, the production order was given to the Royal Aircraft Factory’s BE.2 instead.


The BE.2 was to serve for several years in the RFC, which was formed in April 1912 with a Military Wing and a Naval Wing. The navy was not amenable to losing control over its air arm and so went its own way, establishing its Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) in 1914. The First Lord of the Admiralty at the time was a certain Winston Churchill, who had trained as a pilot and was aware of the potential benefits of military aviation in any future conflict.


FIRST WORLD WAR


‘Aviation is fine as a sport but as an instrument of war, it is worthless.’


FRENCH COMMANDER GENERAL FERDINAND FOCH IN 1911


 


When war broke out in August 1914 the RFC sent most of its viable aircraft across the English Channel. Four squadrons and a reserve called the Aircraft Park arrived in France – the first-ever overseas deployment of British military aircraft. The 63 machines were a mixture of BE.2a, BE.8, Avro 504 and Henri Farman F.20 biplanes, along with Blériot XI monoplanes.


Before they left for the Continent pilots were issued with orders as to which items were to be carried:




	revolver


	field glasses


	spare goggles


	a roll of tools


	water bottle (containing boiled water)


	stove


	haversack


	biscuits


	cold meat


	a piece of chocolate


	dried soup mix.





At the front


The ground crews and equipment were transported by ship and, once established, RFC pilots were tasked with reconnaissance missions. They played an important part in the British Expeditionary Force’s (BEF) awareness of the German army’s advance and prevented it being outflanked at the Battle of Mons. This work was recognised by commander-in-chief of the BEF, General Sir John French, in a dispatch of 7 September:


‘They have furnished me with the most complete and accurate information which has been of incalculable value in the conduct of operations. Fired at constantly both by friend and foe, and not hesitating to fly in every kind of weather, they have remained undaunted throughout.’


Royal Naval Air Service


Britain’s other military air force was also operating on the Continent. The RNAS had flown its own mixture of types over to Ostend at the end of August. They carried out the first long-range bombing missions when its machines attacked Zeppelin sheds at Düsseldorf and Cologne in September and October. The raid on 8 October saw spectacular results when the Zeppelin inside its hangar was hit by bombs dropped by a Sopwith Tabloid. Navy flyers followed this with an audacious, 250-mile round trip to bomb the Zeppelin works at Friedrichshafen on Lake Constance. Three Avro 504s flew at low level with one being brought down by enemy ground fire.


New roles


When the front line became static on the Western Front the RFC found new roles: artillery spotting and photo reconnaissance. These required steady flying over enemy territory, which made the crews vulnerable to fire from German aircraft and anti-aircraft artillery. Another task carried out was that of contact patrols, to spot the position of British troops during an attack – but it was not wholly successful, with troops unwilling to reveal their position.


The RFC’s aircraft were initially unarmed, but pilots and observers took their own weapons aloft and in August 1914 a rifle was used to bring down a German Taube monoplane. Machine guns were added and aircraft were subsequently designed specifically for aerial combat – with one example being the world’s first pure fighter, the Vickers FB.5 ‘Gunbus’, which was armed with a single Lewis machine gun.


The threat increased in July 1915 when the German Fokker Eindecker monoplane arrived. It had a single forward-firing machine gun that was synchronised to fire through the propeller, thus giving the pilot increased accuracy and control. German aces Oswald Boelcke and Max Immelmann flew Eindeckers in what was known as the ‘Fokker Scourge’ – when Germany dominated the skies.


New tactics were brought in as the war progressed. Support for ground troops was increased as Allied generals adapted and developed new tactics. When tanks were introduced, aircraft flew low overhead to mask the engine noise to preserve the element of surprise. By 1918, Sopwith Camels were flying low level to strafe German positions.




DID YOU KNOW?


The famous RAF roundel was inspired by one used by the French. British aircraft were coming under fire from their own side and so it was decided it would be best to emblazon each aircraft with identifying markings. The Union Jack was initially painted on aircraft, but from a distance its similarity to the German Iron Cross made its use unsustainable. The French-style roundel was then applied, albeit with a reversal of the colours, so that blue was on the outside and red in the centre, with a white band in between.


In 1915 British manufacturers began to produce what we recognise as a fighter: single-crewed, single-engined, manoeuvrable and properly armed – an aircraft specifically designed to bring down other aircraft. The Airco DH.2 had a fixed machine gun and effectively countered the ‘Fokker Scourge’, entering service in February 1916. In a technological battle, more types soon arrived, such as the Sopwith Pup in late 1916 and the Sopwith Camel in 1917.





GREAT AIRCRAFT: SOPWITH CAMEL














	Maximum speed:

	117 mph






	Maximum altitude:

	19,000 ft






	Armament:

	2 x Vickers machine guns






	Crew:

	1







This ‘fierce little beast’, as described by one pilot, was a highly effective fighter: Camels shot down 1,294 aircraft, the most by any Allied fighter. However, its great strength and its greatest weakness were the two sides of a coin: manoeuvrability also meant instability; it could turn quickly, but a less than capable pilot could easily end up in trouble. Almost 800 pilots died flying Camels, predominantly in training accidents.


‘As I looked at the machine I saw the enemy gunner fall away from the Hannover fuselage. I had no feeling for him for I knew he was dead, for I had fired three hundred rounds of ammunition at very close range and I must have got 90 per cent hits.’


JAMES MCCUDDEN IN FLYING FURY: FIVE YEARS IN THE ROYAL FLYING CORPS (1918)


 


GREAT AIRCRAFT: BRISTOL F.2B FIGHTER














	Maximum speed:

	125 mph






	Maximum altitude:

	20,000 ft






	Armament:

	1 x Vickers machine gun and 1 or 2 x Lewis machine guns






	Crew:

	2






The ‘Brisfit’ was a two-seater, with an observer operating a rearward-firing machine gun. When first introduced in April 1917, the F.2a version was flown sedately and suffered losses, but when it was discovered to be strong and able to turn as well as a single-seater it was flown to its capabilities and became a valuable fighter. The F.2b version came with a more powerful engine and in the Middle East campaign it took part in the rout of Turkish forces in Sinai. It was in service until the 1930s, with 5,308 being made in total.


Bombing


In the early stages of the war, bombs or grenades were dropped but they were small in size and not subject to much in the way of guidance aids, with some being hand-dropped over the side of the fuselage.


Improvements in aiming came in the form of bombsights, and by 1916 squadrons were carrying out massed raids on enemy targets such as airfields and ammunition dumps. While carrying a bombload, aircraft were not able to manoeuvre well against enemy fighters, so the bombing took place at night. This improved survivability but reduced accuracy.




DID YOU KNOW?


In August 1918 an Airco DH.4 of 205 Sqn brought down a German Pfalz by deliberately dropping a bomb on to it.





GREAT AIRCRAFT: AIRCO DH.9A














	Maximum speed:

	123 mph*






	Maximum altitude:

	16,500 ft*






	Armament:

	1 x Vickers forward-firing (fixed) machine gun, 1 or 2 x Lewis rearward-firing machine guns; 660 lb bombload






	Crew:

	2







The DH.9 had succeeded the effective and well-regarded DH.4 as a day bomber, but the first version was underpowered. The DH.9A, which entered service in June 1918, had a more powerful engine, either the 375 hp Rolls-Royce Eagle or the 400 hp Liberty V-type. Almost 900 were produced during wartime. DH.9As continued to be flown until the early 1930s, being used overseas in the ‘air control’ era.


 


*Version with Liberty engine.


Air defence


Aircraft began to be used in 1915 for UK air defence against Zeppelin and Schütte-Lanz airships, then later against Gotha bombers. These raids tested the British civilian population’s resolve; one raid on London in June 1916 killed 162 people.


The military came under pressure to counter these attacks and the defence force grew to 12 RFC squadrons with 12,000 men employed in anti-aircraft artillery batteries. Even with the size of the airships and their relatively slow speed it was hard to find them, and at night it was doubly difficult. With searchlights and anti-aircraft guns the defences were improved, and new technology in the shape of improved incendiary and explosive bullets for the fighters’ machine guns saw success when the first Zeppelin was brought down over the UK in September 1916. By the war’s end German air raids had caused the deaths of 1,414 civilians, with another 4,000 wounded.




DID YOU KNOW?


The first air supply drop was made in 1916 during the siege of Kut-al-Amara in Iraq. A besieged British army force received 19,000 lb of supplies including salt, sugar and other food, as well as opium, medical supplies, money, radio spare parts and a 70-pound millstone, which were dropped by parachute. Attempts to relieve the siege failed and the soldiers were forced to surrender.





A new service


During the war it was clear there was great inter-service rivalry and inefficiencies in supply of aircraft. South African General Jan Smuts was asked to look at these problems and in August 1917 he proposed the establishment of a Royal Air Force and an overseeing Air Ministry and Air Staff. This new organisation, amalgamating the RFC and RNAS, came into being on 1 April 1918 and took over all military aviation functions. It was the world’s first independent air force. At the time the RFC had 118 squadrons and the RNAS had 50. Seventy-six were in France and 24 in other areas overseas with the rest based in the UK.


GREAT MEN OF THE AIR FORCE 
 EDWARD MANNOCK


Mannock differed from most of his fellow pilots in that he came from a working-class background and was a socialist. Despite initial misgivings amongst some of his colleagues, Mannock proved himself in the air and became commanding officer of 84 Sqn. He emphasised the value of training and teamwork amongst his pilots, whom he inspired to become effective combat aviators.


Mannock was well aware of the dangers of flying and fighting in the air and he carried a revolver in order not to suffer the excruciating pain of a ‘flamerino’ – the spiralling descent of an aircraft on fire. When famed German ace Manfred von Richthofen was killed, Mannock said, ‘I hope the bastard roasted all the way down.’


Mannock died in July 1918 while showing a new pilot the ropes. He had attained 61 certified kills and in 1919 was posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross.


GREAT AIRCRAFT: ROYAL AIRCRAFT FACTORY SE.5A














	Maximum speed:

	138 mph






	Maximum altitude:

	20,000 ft






	Armament:

	1 x Vickers machine gun and 1 x Lewis machine gun






	Crew:

	1







The SE.5a is regarded as the best British fighter of the war. It was fast, manoeuvrable and stable, which meant inexperienced pilots could have confidence in its handling. The SE.5a helped establish Allied air superiority in 1917 and was flown by aces such as Albert Ball, Edward Mannock and James McCudden.


Independent Air Force


In June 1918 the Independent Air Force was formed to launch long-range bombing missions against strategic targets in Germany. Airco DH.4s and DH.9s were used for day bombing, and night operations were carried out by Royal Aircraft Factory FE.2s and Handley Page O/400s.


Despite heavy losses in the day-bombing units, which lost 256 men in five months of operation, and although it had not proven hugely effective, the idea of a strategic bombing force was one that would return to the thinking of military commanders and politicians in the not-too-distant future.


‘What I want is a bloody paralyser not a toy.’


COMMODORE MURRAY SUETER, DIRECTOR OF THE ADMIRALTY’S AIR DEPARTMENT. SUETER WISHED TO IMPRESS ON AIRCRAFT DESIGNER AND COMPANY OWNER FREDERICK HANDLEY PAGE HIS DESIRE FOR A HEAVY BOMBER. THE BOMBER BECAME THE HANDLEY PAGE O/400, ABLE TO CARRY A 2,000 LB BOMBLOAD.


‘A LITTLE HELL(P) FROM THE RAF’


INSCRIPTION PAINTED ON A 1,650 LB BOMB – THE RAF’S BIGGEST OF THE WAR – DROPPED BY AN O/400 IN AUGUST 1918 ON LE CATEAU RAILWAY STATION




DID YOU KNOW?


British aircraft fought in Russia. Aircraft and men were deployed in support of anti-Bolshevik forces following the Revolution of 1917. They continued to be involved until 1920.







CHAPTER TWO


BETWEEN THE WARS


The First World War ended with the RAF the biggest air force in the world, comprising 22,000 aircraft and almost 300,000 personnel; however, its pre-eminent place was not to last. By the end of 1919 it had lost 176 of its operational wartime squadrons, leaving just 12. In terms of personnel it was reduced to little more than a tenth of its previous size, with just 31,500 officers and men.


The new ‘junior service’ was under pressure for its very existence from the army and navy, both of which were concerned their tactical requirements would not be met. In 1919 Chief of the Air Staff Sir Hugh Trenchard prepared a white paper entitled ‘An Outline of the Scheme for the Permanent Organisation of the Royal Air Force’. The paper, also known as ‘The Trenchard Memorandum’, assumed there was no imminent need for general mobilisation but that the RAF should be organised so that it could expand efficiently in future years if required. Training was fundamental for officers and men. A small reserve would be retained in the UK and sufficient squadrons would be provided for overseas garrisons. In the financially straitened post-war period Trenchard argued that air power was less expensive to use overseas than land forces. A passage in the paper outlined a future role for the RAF:


‘Recent events have shown the value of aircraft in dealing with frontier troubles and it is not perhaps too much to hope that before long it may prove possible to regard the Royal Air Force units not as an addition to the military garrison but as a substitute for part of it.’


 


Despite this, the pressure continued with the navy particularly keen on establishing control over their own air assets. The arrangement in place at the time was that the navy operated the aircraft carriers but the air force owned the aircraft. The First Sea Lord, Earl Beatty, threatened to resign if more control was not granted, but Lord Salisbury investigated the issue, which resulted in the air force being given a vote of confidence in plans being laid for its expansion. By the end of 1924 the RAF had 43 squadrons, but it was not expanded to the size envisaged by the Salisbury Committee due to factors such as the state of the economy and the feeling that peace would endure.


‘We intend to pursue the organisation of imperial defence on the existing basis of three co-equal services. It is in the interests of the fighting services that controversy upon this subject should now cease.’


PRIME MINISTER STANLEY BALDWIN, HOUSE OF COMMONS, 25 FEBRUARY 1926


 


However, it did not cease and in 1937 the navy’s aircraft as part of its Fleet Air Arm returned to Admiralty control.


AIR CONTROL


Trenchard’s promotion of the RAF in the aerial policing role was put to the test in the years after the First World War in different parts of the Empire. This ‘control without occupation’ policy used First World War aircraft such as the Bristol Fighter and DH.9A. They remained in service until they were replaced in the early 1930s by the Westland Wapiti, which in order to save money utilised as many components of the DH.9A as possible. Soldiers were transported in troop carriers such as the Vickers Victoria. Aircraft in aerial policing roles would drop leaflets on tribal villages warning the local population (who couldn’t always read) of the imminent bombing raids.


Afghanistan


In 1919 two squadrons had flown in support of the army in the Third Afghan War. One of the missions saw a Handley Page V/1500 bomb the palace of Amir Amanullah Khan in Kabul. The air force’s actions contributed to the end of the short, four-week war, but further bombing was carried out against Afghan tribes. The RAF was not able to operate freely as the tribesmen were able to shoot down several aircraft through accurate rifle fire. Eventually, by the spring of 1920, the air campaign saw results. In 1928 the air force was called into action when trouble flared up against the Amir. The British embassy was surrounded and from December 1928 to February 1929 transporters flew out the recently abdicated Amir Amanullah and almost 600 of the embassy’s staff, along with other foreign nationals, in one of the world’s first airlift operations.


British Somaliland


One of the most successful uses of aircraft overseas was in British Somaliland against tribal leader Mohammed Abdullah Hassan, given the nickname the ‘Mad Mullah’. In January 1920 12 DH.9s of ‘Z’ Force operated in conjunction with ground forces such as the Somaliland Camel Corps until the rebellious Hassan was forced to flee to Abyssinia.


Iraq


Following this success in Somaliland, another area that saw the use of aerial resources was Mesopotamia (now Iraq). In 1920 an uprising of 130,000 tribesmen had been suppressed by the British Army, which saw around 400 soldiers killed. Apart from the human cost, the government was keen to make savings in its overseas budget and Winston Churchill, who was now Colonial Secretary, asked Trenchard if the air force would be able to take this on, as stretched budgets would not allow expenditure on sufficient ground forces and would thus give the service an opportunity to show what it could do. Trenchard, who was keen to demonstrate the usefulness of his air force, accepted.


Ground forces were still required and local irregular forces (Iraq Levies) were recruited alongside air force armoured car units and nine battalions of Indian and British troops. These, along with eight squadrons of aircraft, were put under the command of Air Vice-Marshal John Salmond in October 1922.


Trouble arose in the north of Iraq when Kurds under Sheikh Mahmud Barzanji – the self-styled ‘King of Kurdistan’ – began an uprising. This was initially suppressed by aircraft and ground troops. The aircraft not only dropped bombs but carried troops and supplies in the world’s first aerial troop lift; they also acted to evacuate the wounded. Mahmud fled but returned and actions against him continued until 1931.


The RAF, operating from four bases – Hinaidi, Mosul, Baghdad and Shaibah – had shown how effective air power could be and kept overall responsibility for Iraq until 1932. The financial benefits to the Treasury were also considerable: in 1921–22 the British spent £23.3 million governing Iraq; by 1927 the amount was £3.9 million.


Turkey


In 1922 a confrontation in western Turkey with Turkish forces under Kemal Atatürk, the former commander at Gallipoli, saw a large force of land-based aircraft and those on aircraft carriers called in. Although no combat took place, the air force showed it was able to respond appropriately to such a crisis.


Palestine and Aden


The success in aerial policing saw the air force given responsibility for Palestine and Aden. Aircraft were initially utilised against raiding tribesmen from Syria as well as within Palestine itself. Their ability to intervene in the trouble between Jews and Arabs was limited due to the urban nature and closeness in location of the two sides’ territories but involvement in Palestine continued into the 1930s and aircraft such as Hawker Harts and Hinds were used to enforce ‘air cordoning’ – the imposition of blockading from the air. In Aden in 1928, armoured cars and DH.9As, then later on Fairey IIIfs, were used against local tribesmen.


India


Aircraft were sent out to India in 1915. BE.2cs of 32 Sqn were shipped to Bombay then on to the North-West Frontier between India and Afghanistan (now part of Pakistan) where they were engaged against tribes in the Khyber Pass.


By 1924 six squadrons were in action against Mahsud tribesmen in Waziristan, most of whom accepted peace terms. In 1925 ‘Pink’s War’ – named for Wing Commander Richard Pink who was in charge of aerial forces in the area – saw aircraft used without ground troops. After eight weeks of bombing, the tribesmen agreed terms. Other bombing missions were carried out against dissident tribes in the following years although it was otherwise a period of relative peace.


In 1930 rebellions in Peshawar and Waziristan were countered by intensive air operations that included daily bombing missions that ran for six weeks.


Summary


The role of the RAF in maintaining British control of its Empire is one that no doubt helped protect the new service’s very existence. The amount of civilian casualties that resulted – collateral damage in modern parlance – was not something which at the time prevented the policy being deemed a great success.




DID YOU KNOW?


During the 1920s the air force used psychological warfare. Vickers Valentias and Victorias carried loudspeakers on the underside of their fuselages, through which broadcasts, or ‘sky shouting’, were made to local populations in Iraq, India and Somaliland.





GREAT MEN OF THE AIR FORCE 
 HUGH TRENCHARD


‘For nearly twenty years I watched the army and the navy, both singly and in concert, engineer one deliberate attempt after another to destroy the Royal Air Force. Time after time they were within a hairbreadth of success: time after time Trenchard, and Trenchard alone, saved us.’


SIR ARTHUR HARRIS, COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF, BOMBER COMMAND, WRITING IN 1947


 


Known as ‘Boom’ for his powerful voice, Hugh Trenchard had served in the Boer War as a cavalry officer and in 1912, looking for a new challenge, had learnt to fly. He became Assistant Commandant of the Central Flying School and then Commander of the RFC’s Military Wing at Farnborough where his organisational skills were put to great use.


He became head of the RFC in France in August 1915, visited all the corps’ bases and listened to the men under his command. He saw the potential for the use of aircraft in warfare and advocated a policy of sustained aerial aggression in order to control the skies above the battlefield and allow the bombing of industrial targets that supplied the enemy’s front line. Trenchard’s policy meant RFC aircrew were always operating over German-held territory, which put them at a disadvantage in being recovered if they made forced landings. His aggressive policy also meant he was against pilots and observers being given parachutes (in case they abandoned functioning machines too early due to a lack of fighting spirit), which led to unnecessary loss of life. British balloon crews were given parachutes, as were German pilots and observers.


In January 1918 Trenchard was appointed Chief of the Air Staff but was unable to work with the Air Minister, Lord Rothermere, and resigned soon afterwards. In June 1918 he took command of the new Independent Force, which he described as ‘a gigantic waste of effort and personnel’, believing its resources could have been better put to the aid of the British Expeditionary Force. However, he did see the advantage of such bombing and believed it could defeat Germany’s resolve through the disintegration of morale amongst the civilian population in a future conflict.


In 1919 Winston Churchill, who was now Air Minister, appointed Trenchard as Chief of the Air Staff for the second time. During his 10 years in the post, Trenchard oversaw the reduction in size of the post-war RAF but earned the name ‘father of the Royal Air Force’ for the new initiatives he brought in. These included:




	an officer training college at Cranwell


	an apprentice school at Halton


	a staff college at Andover


	the Auxiliary Air Force


	short service commissions


	a benevolent fund for ex-personnel.





Trenchard also defended the RAF’s independence from moves by the army and navy to split it up. The ‘control without occupation’ strategy of policing British colonial territories from the air showed the organisation’s effectiveness. He was made the first Marshal of the RAF in 1927. After leaving the service, he was Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police and served on the board of the United Africa Company. Trenchard died in 1956 and was buried at Westminster Abbey.


AIRCRAFT PROCUREMENT


After the war aircraft procurement was slowed down and types were kept in service for longer than might have been expected. The Bristol Fighter was only retired in the 1930s.


Biplanes remained as the basic aircraft design in the decades after the First World War. Aircraft such as the Fairey Fox and the Hawker Fury were fine examples of the biplane but the limitations of the twin-wing layout were reached with the four-gun Gloster Gladiator – the last British biplane fighter to be flown in front-line service.


Heavier bomber types such as the Vickers Virginia and the Handley Page Heyford were in service during the 1930s, although neither posed any serious threat to Nazi Germany, being limited in both range and bombload.


GREAT AIRCRAFT: HAWKER FURY














	Maximum speed:

	223 mph






	Maximum altitude:

	29,500 ft






	Armament:

	2 x Vickers machine guns






	Crew:

	1







Entering service with 43 Sqn in 1931 the elegant Fury was the first air force aircraft to fly faster than 200 mph in level flight. Its powerful 525 hp Kestrel engine made it ideal for aerobatics and Furies were noted for their appearances at Hendon displays. The type was replaced by the Gladiator and the Hurricane in the late 1930s.




DID YOU KNOW?


The RAF pioneered many of the routes that were later used by the Imperial Airways civilian airline. Routes such as Cairo to Baghdad, Cairo to South Africa and the UK to Singapore were flown in the 1920s.





RECORD FLIGHTS


Air force crews set several world records in the 1930s:




	In September 1931 Flight Lieutenant George Stainforth became the first pilot to fly faster than 400 mph in setting a new speed record of 407.5 mph. The feat was achieved in the Supermarine S.6B that had recently won the Schneider Trophy seaplane competition outright for the UK.


	Squadron Leader Gayford and Flight Lieutenant Nicholetts flew 5,410 miles from Cranwell to Walvis Bay in south-west Africa non-stop in February 1933 in a Fairey Long-range Monoplane. The specially designed type had been used to fly the first non-stop flight from the UK to India in 1929 – a journey that took 50 hours 37 minutes.


	The most famous of the record-breaking flights was on 3 April 1933 when Flight Lieutenant David McIntyre and Squadron Leader Douglas Douglas-Hamilton of the Auxiliary Air Force were the first to fly over Mount Everest, in a Westland Wallace and a Houston-Westland respectively.


	In September 1936, wearing a special pressure suit, Squadron Leader F. R. D. Swain set an altitude record when he flew a Bristol 138 monoplane to a height of 49,967 ft. The record was later pushed higher still, with 53,937 ft being reached by Flight Lieutenant Maurice Adam in June 1937.







WHEN THINGS DON’T GO RIGHT: HEYFORDS


In December 1936 seven Handley Page Heyford bombers of 102 Sqn were returning to Finningley from Aldergrove in Northern Ireland when they flew into thick fog and freezing conditions. Three of the bombers crashed and three force-landed. Only one arrived intact. Three crewmen were killed and another three were injured.





EXPANSION


The Ruhr crisis of 1923 arose when France and Belgium occupied the Ruhr valley when Germany failed to keep paying its First World War reparations. It raised the prospect of war with a continental nation, so the Home Defence Air Force was established to protect the UK. It was felt the air force should have parity with the biggest of potential enemy air forces, and with this in mind it was decided that 52 squadrons would be needed. Trenchard believed that most of these squadrons should be equipped with bombers, to form a strategic deterrence, with the split being 17 fighter and 35 bomber squadrons. However, the planned expansion scheme was slowed down and the 52 squadrons would not be fully in place until the middle of the next decade.


In 1925 the Air Defence of Great Britain command was established under Air Vice-Marshal Sir John Salmond, made up of fighter aircraft squadrons, army anti-aircraft guns, searchlights and the Observer Corps.


THREAT FROM GERMANY


The 1930s saw the rise of Nazism in Germany, with Hitler covertly rearming and testing the Allied powers through territorial expansion despite this contravening the provisions of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles. The UK government, which had slowed down its expansion plans of the mid-1920s, witnessed the failure of the Geneva Disarmament Conference during the 1930s and had no option but to rearm in order to deter German aggression.


Between 1934 and 1938 the Air Ministry oversaw a series of schemes for expansion. They specified the number of aircraft and squadrons to be brought into service in plans approved by the cabinet, though in the event only one such initiative was completed. But in 1937 Sir Thomas Inskip, Minister for Co-ordination of Defence, had been asked to carry out a review of air defence and his report changed priorities from bombers to fighters – a shift that would be of crucial importance.
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