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PROLOGUE


From Boy to Man


Within these pages are many personal stories that will provide the reader with a close insight into a world that is both coruscating and in many ways tragic. They are told by the men who were there, doing the business for the Royal Air Force in times of war and peace through almost a century of military flight. But I have chosen one in particular as a taster for what is to come, not because it is filled with claims of great heroics. Quite the reverse. The fact is that Charles Patterson’s recollections have poignant quality. They capture in essence what it was really like, for example, when a young man, not long out of school and who may never even have ridden a motorbike before, sat down at the controls of a Blenheim bomber that he would soon be piloting on suicidal daylight raids against German targets during the Second World War. He reveals in a matter-of-fact way the thoughts, feelings and fears that confronted himself and thousands of other young men who were expected to go out and bomb cities of the foe night after night, knowing full well that a good proportion of them would never come back.


Charles Patterson had just turned 19 when he joined the RAF at the outbreak of war and was posted to a bomber squadron a year later. The guy who was giving him tuition, Flight Lieutenant Derek Roe, was an instructor who looked 16 but was 21. He had already won a DFC and turned out to be one of the greatest Blenheim pilots of all, flying more than 50 daylight missions at a time when the average survival rate was just seven.


In the summer of 1941 the Blenheim was already the talk of the RAF for all the wrong reasons. Blenheim crews, along with those flying a couple of other aircraft not up to the job, had suffered horrendous casualties in the previous 12 months. Whole squadrons had been wiped out in operations over France, Scandinavia, on the coastal beat in the North Sea attacking German ships and submarines and finally on initial sorties into Germany. The aircraft that had been Britain’s big hope as the war began turned into a deathtrap. Although faster than any previous bomber the RAF possessed, the Blenheim was armed with popguns compared with opposing armoury and could not escape the new breed of German fighters. When the cry went up over the RT of the British planes – Snappers! – it would already be too late. The Messerschmitt 109 fighters would come screaming out of the sun to shoot the Blenheims down, which they did with alarming frequency.


One afternoon in July 1941, Charles Patterson knew his day of reckoning had finally come when his squadron, No. 114, in 2 Group, Bomber Command, was transferred to standard operations over Germany in broad daylight at hedge-hopping height to dodge radar. They were to fly from West Raynham in Norfolk, where the station commander was the legendary Group Captain Paddy Bandon (the Earl of Bandon), who had already had one squadron totally obliterated. To his utter amazement, Patterson found himself promoted overnight to flight lieutenant for no other reason than he had survived his first ten operations and rumours abounded of a ‘big one’ in the offing:


The nearer it came, the more alarming the rumours were. We understood it was to be a major event involving the whole group, all the squadrons of Blenheims in 2 Group. We had a new young squadron commander called Wing Commander John Nichol, who had never been on such an operation. Nor had I, but I became his deputy. I was a very inexperienced flight lieutenant but still one of the most experienced pilots in the squadron below the rank of squadron leader, and I was to fly number two to Wing Commander Nichol on his starboard in a ‘Vic’ of six. The atmosphere throughout the whole group was very tense, and on 10 August I learned our fate. I was taken into the operations room to look at the target, and I’ll never forget the sight that met my eyes. There was a huge map laid out on a table and there, leading absolutely straight, was a red tape from Orford Ness straight across the North Sea, through Holland and right down to Cologne. At first I just didn’t believe that this was the target. And then the truth, the reality, dawned on me: that I was going to have to take part in a low-level daylight attack on Cologne with no fighter escort, in Blenheims.


Well, I can still feel the sense of shock now. However, it was no use panicking, so I listened to the briefing. The target was not Cologne itself but the Knapsack and Quadrath power stations. Group Captain Bandon told us that Knapsack was the biggest in Europe. I was shown a photograph of it. It had 12 chimneys on one side and eight on the other. No. 114 Squadron was to lead the entire operation, with Wing Commander Nichol and myself out front.


We were to fly down between these chimneys, drop our load and come back again. I went out in shock, and of course I couldn’t communicate what the target was to anybody else. I had to carry this secret about with me with my fellow aircrew for two days. I also had to make up my mind: could I do this? Because statistically or tactically or from any other point of view you care to put, the chances of surviving an operation like that were negligible. How was I, a fundamental coward who’d managed to skate past it up to now, going to make myself do this operation? The next two days were spent wrestling with myself as to how I was to do it. I evolved an attitude, a philosophy, peculiar to myself. I found that the only thing to do was to stop worrying and to say to myself: You’re not coming back. You’ve just got to go. You’re caught in this situation. The alternative is to just funk it and not go at all. Completely funk it and not go at all. That seemed of the two the more impossible. So I just resigned myself to the fact that I was not coming back. I can’t explain why I took that view, but I did. Some chaps did it the other way round, but I found it worked for me, every time.


And then came Sunday 12 August, when we were to go. I had a pretty poor night, hardly any sleep. We had to get up about half-past six, have breakfast and go up and be briefed on the mission. I was still saying to myself, I was just not going to come back. When we got into the operations room and all the crews in the squadron gathered to be shown the target, there was this most terrible sort of gasp of disbelief, even from the most hardened ones. Well, the operation was very comprehensively planned. We learned that there were to be diversionary bombing attacks in northern France. Everything was being done to mislead and divert the enemy fighter defences because the great dread was not only what we assumed would be tremendous flak surrounding the target, but the chances seemed pretty slim of actually getting into Germany – and certainly we wouldn’t get out – without being shot down by fighters. All the experience showed that when a formation of Blenheims was actually intercepted by Messerschmitt 109s, it was unusual for more than perhaps two out of six to get away. Sometimes none got away.


We were to take off at about eight to rendezvous with various other squadrons over Orford Ness and then set off across the North Sea at very low level. Well, it’s the only time in my life that I can recall seeing some of my fellow aircrew literally grey and shaking – even my own air gunner, who was a pretty imperturbable type. Curiously enough, seeing all the others looking so frightened rather bolstered me a bit, because I’d already dealt with the situation psychologically. Although one thought we were going to certain death, as we actually got involved and we were really off and we were going, somehow the scale and the element of the adventurous aspect of it began to take over and I for one was not as panicky as I had expected.


I’d always wondered what on earth enemy territory looked like and it was when we suddenly found ourselves flying over the flat, sandy Dutch islands and actually entering enemy airspace where everything looked so normal that it was in some extraordinary way reassuring: just the normality of the surroundings, of the countryside. And being so low you were able to see ordinary Dutch people in the fields and the little houses and everything just underneath us. We flew on, down south of a German fighter airfield called Woensdrecht, down the Scheldt estuary, forming up closely on Wing Commander Nichol while at the same time keeping one eye ahead, expecting fighters at any moment. We went on mile after mile, on what was a lovely sunny day, incidentally, not a cloud in the sky. Still no fighters. My navigator warned me: ‘Not long now.’ And then on the RT Wing Commander Nichol was saying, ‘Turn to starboard’, which meant a very, very gentle turn because we were only just above the ground. As I turned, there, up on the top of a long slope about two or three miles away, was this enormous industrial complex. We turned to starboard and climbed up the hill. We had to avoid the increasing maze of electricity pylons and cables which made one realise what an enormous place it was. Then the chimneys came unmistakably into view, and we inevitably flew closer and closer until the chimneys were coming right up to us. Wing Commander Nichol swung in between them and I followed. Then I became enveloped in mist and steam; we were right in the middle of them now, and there was nothing I could do except concentrate on flying the aeroplane. We had been told not to release our bombs on the water coolers but to keep them for the actual powerhouse at the far end, and so we flew on. And as we did so I saw again a lot of blue flashes from the ground – machine-gun fire – but I was past caring now.


Now, in front of my eyes amid the steam and the smoke was the target, and I pressed my tit and let the bombs go. As I did so I saw Wing Commander Nichol just ahead of me swerve sharply to starboard. I realised he was about to fly into a chimney, which he just missed. I did the same, and we came out the other side with a lot more ground fire – tracer. Wing Commander Nichol was there. He’d survived. I formed up on him, and we raced away across the cables again down past the other side of the power station. To my amazement all the other five members of our formation emerged safely, and we set off for the journey home.


Well, despite the fact that we covered the target, I don’t remember any particular sense of relief because it was the journey home which seemed the most impossible part of it. We flew on and on over western Germany towards Holland. No interception yet. Then we flew into a rainstorm, and for one wonderful moment I thought we were going to get cloud cover, but it was only a shower and we emerged very shortly afterwards out into the brilliant sun again. On and on over the fields. Past little villages and hamlets with the occasional individual diving into a ditch beneath us. Then just before we got to the German border, we flew over a typical German industrialist’s Victorian mansion with turrets. And in the garden, I caught a glimpse beside a cedar tree of a table, large white tablecloth, all laid out for lunch. A group of people were standing round it. As we whizzed over the top, my gunner let fly and broke up the party. He felt that any rich Germans who were living like that while the war was on deserved to be shot up, which today sounds appalling but at the time seemed right and proper.


Well, on into Holland, further and further. It seemed to me then we were going to make it. Nothing was going to happen after all, but it’s always when that psychological moment comes that you’re brought down to earth, and often quite literally. Suddenly, far ahead of us, just as we were coming up to the Scheldt estuary, black dots appeared in the sky. Wing Commander Nichol called out: ‘Snappers!’ We were flying straight into these Messerschmitts, which were circling around about a thousand feet above us. Nichol told us: ‘Close in tight, close in tight.’ He led us right down on to the water. The water was racing underneath, sparkling in the sun. Couldn’t have been more than 10, 15, occasionally perhaps 20 feet above it. And I got as tight into him as I could. I knew this was life or death. Frankly, the concentration on the flying side of it was able to drive out most of the fear of the fighters – the sheer concentration of flying so close, so low. With my wing tip practically inside his wing tip, at that height it took all the flying concentration and skill I possessed to do it. And the others closed in, and Nichol handed over, as was the tactical drill, to the leading gunner, Pilot Officer Morton, who was a very experienced second-tour air gunner. He directed the formation because the gunners looking back could all see the fighters coming into attack. He had to decide when to open fire, when to take evasive action or when to turn into the attack. I then heard the rattle of machine-gun fire and realised our guns were firing, and I could see the water being ripped with white froth from the cannon shells of these 109s. As we were turning to starboard, there was a 109 right in front of my eyes peeling off its attack, so close that I saw the pilot in the cockpit. Curiously, my reaction was simply one of interest in seeing a 109 so close. This carried on all the way up the Scheldt estuary; the attacks kept coming in and yet we still seemed to survive them. The gunners were doing a wonderful job, and unbelievably the islands to each side of us suddenly ceased and we were in the open sea. We’d hardly gone any distance out to sea when the leading gunner told us over the RT that the fighters had broken off the attack. I suppose they were running out of ammunition. We’d survived, all six of us, and as we carried on out to sea I was overcome by the greatest moment of elation I’ve ever experienced in all my life, with all the operations that were to come. We’d made it and we were waving to each other through the Perspex. It was just marvellous, happy relief, sheer joy flying back across the North Sea. We knew this would cause tremendous headlines. But then the reports began to come in. By the afternoon, word got round that there had been many losses . . .


There was never any room for triumphalism in the RAF, and nor is there today, because experience shows that successes were always followed by the bad news, and that day, on what had been a comparatively small raid compared with what was to come, 10 out of the 54 Blenheims had been shot down and six others had been very badly shot up and crash-landed. Two other Blenheims that had navigated British Whirlwind fighters that went out to meet the incoming raiding group to escort them home were also shot down. As for Charles Patterson, the apprehensions he and so many others shared were set aside in the business of war. He flew many more bombing missions, as well as tackling the equally hazardous role of film reconnaissance, often carried out during bombing raids. In total, 80 crew were killed, wounded or taken prisoner during the raid on the Cologne power stations, a toll that would rise dramatically as the war progressed. Bomber Command alone lost half its 110,000 aircrew during the war and another 19,000 were either wounded or taken prisoner.


But of course the Second World War, though a dramatic and destructive intervention, is only part of this story that encompasses the origins of the Royal Air Force from the beginning of the twentieth century and progressing through the decades to the nuclear age when the RAF took the brunt of European defences in the Cold War, and on into today’s era of super-jets.




CHAPTER ONE


Out of the Wild West


The song said it all: those daring young men in their flying machines. And so they were. Dashing, daring risk-takers on a journey into the unknown in which there were no guarantees about returning in one piece, if at all. Down the decades the odds have improved somewhat, but the reputation of wild intrepidity, inherited by the Royal Air Force from its virgin predecessors and so amply displayed in two world wars, went way back to the beginning of the century. As will be seen from the testimony herein, the pioneering spirit that drove those young aviators, some still in their teens, to literally dance with danger thousands of feet in the air aboard flimsy contraptions was incredible. Nonchalant courage, and an ample supply of clean underwear, thus became the hallmark of the men who took to the air during the story that unfolds in these pages over what becomes a century of powered aircraft flight in the year 2003.


The start of what became known as the ‘heavier-than-air’ brigade needs little introduction. The ‘heavy’ part of the title was to distinguish powered flight from the ‘lighter-than-air’ faction of balloonists, who, at the turn of the nineteenth century, seemed to be making the running in the projected future of flight. That was before the most significant event in aviation history: the first flight by the brothers Wilbur and Orville Wright on 17 December 1903. They made four flights in all in their curious-looking machine at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, the longest lasting a minute and covering just 850 feet. They succeeded where so many others had failed by making a comprehensive study of birds in flight and pioneered rudder control and other aspects of balanced flight which had been overlooked by their predecessors. Above all, they did their homework and set up a continuous set of experiments leading eventually to their famous wind tunnel trials. They sought inspiration from the work of other would-be aviators and inventors around the globe, from the Greek myth of Icarus to the sixteenth century airship sketches of Leonardo da Vinci, using records in the archives of the Smithsonian Institution and, in 1899, were especially taken by the work in Britain of Sir George Cayley. A hundred years earlier, Cayley had produced a drawing of an aircraft with a fixed wing, fuselage and tail but had never perfected an engine reliable enough to test his theories. He pressed on with his designs and eventually conducted trials with the first man-carrying glider in 1853, at Brompton in North Yorkshire, with his coachman at the controls.


Another of the pioneers whose work the Wright brothers studied was Otto Lilienthal, who progressed Cayley’s ideas further by confirming that learning to glide was the first lesson in the quest for powered flight. He would launch his machines from hills, and his prolonged study of aerodynamics led the way to the next stage in the history of flight, although Lilienthal himself would not witness these developments. He was killed in 1896 when his glider was caught by wind currents and crashed. As he lay dying, his back broken, he uttered the words: ‘Sacrifices must be made.’


Next, the Wright brothers took a keen interest in the important work of Britain’s Horatio Phillips and his own series of wind tunnel experiments, which used steam injection to create the airflow. Phillips patented the first curved aerofoil designs, and his subsequent planes were described as ‘flying Venetian blinds’. In the end, the Wright brothers beat him to the punch. It was 1904 before he completed one short flight and another three years before he managed to stay off the ground for 500 feet at Streatham, the first powered flight in England. By then, other French and British enthusiasts were already beginning to pursue the Wright’s achievement in producing viable aircraft, and Lord Northcliffe, owner of the Daily Mail, saw both the commercial and military benefits – and dangers – of aircraft and immediately offered a handsome prize for the first person to fly from London to Manchester. In 1906 he added another challenge to the first aviator to fly successfully across the English Channel.


The interest of the British public – and military chiefs – was also aroused by the airborne activities of a flamboyant American showman, Samuel Cody, a former cowboy and gold prospector who came to Britain in 1896 to set up a Wild West show on the lines of that run by his cousin, Buffalo Bill Cody. Sam deliberately dressed like his relative, with moustache and goatee beard, stetson and silver-embossed boots, and tried pretty well everything that came along to give his show a modern flavour – including dabbling in balloons and an interest in flight. In 1902 Cody’s wife, Leila Marie, became the first woman to fly, using his ‘Man-Lifting War Kite’.


On the strength of that development and further experiments, he left the Wild West show behind and was awarded a contract as Chief Kite Instructor at the British Army Balloon Factory at Farnborough, on the predictions that ‘lighter-than-air’ craft – i.e. gas-filled balloons and airships – were about to come into their own following successful trials in France and Germany. The army’s balloon section, formed three decades earlier, was concerned with using tethered balloons with chaps in the basket beneath for signalling purposes and directing artillery fire. Four balloon sections joined the British military force in South Africa in 1899, soon to be complemented by a new development – man-lifting kites. They were used in the same role as the balloons and went up when the winds were too strong for the lighter-than-air envelopes.


Cody decided the era of flight was upon the world and fast-talked his way into the confidence of the British military. He was employed on flight experiments with kites and moved on to an unsuccessful venture building the British army’s first airship before deciding to build his own plane. On that journey of discovery, he became well known for his oft-heard cry: ‘Imitate the birds, my boy, imitate the birds!’


Using engine technology borrowed from the Wrights and a coterie of French designers, Cody built Britain’s first successful aircraft, which became British Army Aeroplane No. 1 in 1908. Although Phillips had successfully flown in 1904 and 1907, Cody went into military history as achieving Britain’s first successful powered flight. His biplane, which became known as a Cody, had a 50-horsepower French Antoinette engine and twin chain-driven propellers. He flew it publicly three times in 1908, the longest at Farnborough on 16 October, when he travelled 1,390 feet before a wing touched the ground during a turn and he crashed. He escaped relatively unscathed, but he was the hero of the British army chiefs who had somewhat reluctantly assumed responsibility for nursing Britain’s first military aircraft wing into existence.


The race was about to become more frantic. In that year of 1908, the US Army Signal Corps ordered a two-seat observation aircraft from the Wright brothers. The specifications were for a machine that was simple to fly, could reach a speed of at least 40 miles an hour in still air and have an endurance of at least an hour. Orville Wright met all the Signal Corps’s specifications and the US army had its first airborne operation, with a machine that was listed as Airplane No. 1, Heavier-than-Air Division, United States Aerial Fleet.


The same year, Wilbur Wright set new records, staying aloft for an hour and 32 minutes and travelling 61 miles with a passenger on board. He won for himself a $100,000 patents deal with a French group, which ordered 50 of his aircraft. In the meantime, other Frenchmen were already testing their own creations and especially had their eyes set on Lord Northcliffe’s prize for the first cross-Channel flight. Three of France’s top aviators – Hubert Latham, the Count de Lambert and Louis Blériot – had set up near Calais for the attempt in July 1909. And of course it was Blériot who claimed the prize, taking off from Sangatte and landing near Dover Castle 43 minutes later after a flight covering just 23 miles.


With the fame and fortune that the event brought him, Blériot began building his own monoplanes, and his Mark XI model was to become one of the most effective and popular pre-First World War aircraft, capable of three hours’ flying time and a fast climb to 1,640 feet in a little over seven minutes. Within the space of three years, the pace of development had reached such a pitch that the military establishments of major nations soon realised – as Lord Northcliffe had himself predicted – that powered flight represented a major threat to the security of armed forces, greater perhaps than the development of airships, in which Germany, and Count Ferdinand von Zeppelin in particular, led the field.


Although the British military and a rather reluctant political establishment were slow off the mark in assessing the options and the need to enter the arena of powered flight, entrepreneurs tended to be less faint-hearted and a number of names emerged who were to make a major contribution to the development of aeronautics and aircraft in general for the rest of the century. They included the great pioneer Alliot Verdon Roe, who went on to form A.V. Roe and become one of the foremost aircraft manufacturers. He was the first man to build and fly a triplane, in 1908, and used a new air strip at Brooklands, Surrey, built in the middle of the already famous motor racing circuit. Many other famous names made their first steps to fortunes, including the Short brothers, who had previously made balloons for the Royal Aero Club at their base on the Isle of Sheppey, the Bristol Company, formerly known as the British and Colonial Aeroplane Company, and Vickers, which came out of the Martin and Handasyde partnership. Around them came the first airfields, the most famous of which was at Hendon – known then as the London Aerodrome – which attracted large numbers of sightseers as flight began to grip the public’s imagination. Hendon also became the scene of exciting air races, with machines flying around a circuit quite close to the ground, and some taking up the showmanship of Samuel Cody by offering nerve-racking joyrides for £1 a time.


Finally, in February 1911 the army was given the go-ahead to form an Air Battalion under the auspices of the Royal Engineers. Only officers were considered as potential pilots, and recruits were accepted from all regiments (and later from the Royal Navy, with its own section), but NCOs and other ranks were restricted to entrants from the Royal Engineers. The army was confronted with an immediate problem. It had no facilities, personnel or even a budget for training pilots or ground staff, and there was, at that time, only one place to go: training had to be obtained privately from instructors at the Royal Aero Club at Eastchurch, Isle of Sheppey, at a cost of £75 a time. Those officers who successfully achieved their certificate received a refund of the fee from the army. The club had been formed at the turn of the century and was initially linked to balloon flight. As the RAeC’s website points out,


In 1901 three wealthy motorists, Frank Hedges Butler, his daughter Vera and the Hon. Charles Rolls, had proposed a motor tour, but this was cancelled when Vera’s Renault 4.5 caught fire. The lady arranged a balloon flight with the distinguished professional Stanley Spencer, as a distraction. Over a glass of champagne during the subsequent voyage, they agreed that an Aero Club should be formed, and after landing this was done without delay. Due no doubt to the presence and personality of Vera Butler, it was uniquely – for the time – agreed that it be open ‘equally to ladies and gentlemen, subject to election’. Initially confined to ballooning, when heavier-than-air flight arrived, the club embraced it with alacrity.


The club was eventually established at Muswell Manor near Leysdown on the Isle of Sheppey in 1909. Early contacts with the Wright brothers by Charles Rolls and the Short brothers, balloon makers to the club, led to the Shorts acquiring a licence and laying down the first aircraft production line in the world at Leysdown and later nearby at Eastchurch. The influence of the club in those early days was considerable. It trained most military pilots up to 1915.1 From 1910 the club also took over the issuing of aviators’ certificates, internationally recognised under the Fédération Aéronautique Internationale, and had administrative control in the UK of all private and sporting flying.


The army’s Air Battalion was to consist of two companies, the first concerned with balloons and (when they were eventually successfully launched) airships. The other was the Aeroplane Company, which took only officer recruits who had already obtained their civilian certificate from the Royal Aero Club, or from one of the other internationally recognised bodies, at their own expense. Donald Clappen, in his memoir for the Sound Archive of the Imperial War Museum, recalled that it was a relatively short period of training with little more than two hours’ flying time and a painless and undemanding test of ability to obtain that vital piece of paper:


One had to do two flights of five figures-of-eight observed by two qualified examiners. At the end of each flight one had to land within 150 feet of a specified point – which was where the two observers themselves stood. Then came the pièce de résistance – the height test. We had to fly up to a height of 150 feet, cut off one’s engine and land again within 150 feet of the observers. Often, if it looked as if the pupil was about to land short, the instructors would walk slowly towards the spot where they thought it would be the defined distance! I do not recall a single pupil being ‘ploughed’ for not landing within the specified distance. The qualities judged necessary for a good pilot included experience of aeronautics, medical fitness, clear eyesight, age under 30, good at map-reading and sketching, mechanically inclined and weighing less than 11 stone 7 pounds.


At the time, aircraft were still not envisaged as an attacking force, although Count von Zeppelin in Germany had already proved in trials that airships could be effective as bombers. This worried Winston Churchill, First Lord of the Admiralty, both in regard to potential attacks on the Grand Fleet as well as the new submarine force, which had a very limited underwater endurance, and of course civilians in urban areas along the east coast of Britain. Even so, only the most far-sighted in the military hierarchy believed that aeroplanes would be used for anything other than observation and intelligence-gathering and possibly for aerial photography. For that reason, the machines had to have a pillion seat for an observer, and those men themselves had to be trained, with a good pool of reserves to compensate for casualties among both pilots and observers.


That did not put great pressure on the military, seeing that by the autumn of 1911 the Air Battalion had only 11 aeroplanes in operation, with eight more either under repair or being converted for military use at the army’s factory at Farnborough. But the army began to take note when the first recorded use of an aeroplane in conflict came on 23 October 1911. An Italian pilot made an hour-long reconnaissance flight over enemy positions near Tripoli, Libya, during the Italia-Turkish War. He completed the mission in a Blériot XI monoplane. The first bombing raid came nine days later, when a pilot dropped four grenades on Turkish positions. The first reconnaissance photographs of enemy positions were taken on 24 February 1912, in the same conflict.


From a military point of view, Britain looked to have been left at the starting gate. Figures for the previous decade of growing interest in heavier-than-air aviation told a pathetic story as far as the British government was concerned. Germany had spent £450,000 on military aeronautics, France was substantially behind at £47,000 and the United Kingdom trailing hopelessly with an expenditure of just £5,000. The Committee for Imperial Defence met and considered. The upshot was a rapid and radical revamp of the British military commitment to air transport and the immediate creation of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC), which came into being in April 1912. One month later, three Air Squadrons formally became operational, the first still concerned with balloons and airships and the other two having the distinction of being the first fixed-wing flying squadrons to be created in the UK.


Meanwhile, the Royal Navy set up its own Naval Flying Wing to run in parallel to the RFC, and the traditional gulf that existed between army and navy certainly applied here. The two organisations were to remain aloof from each other until virtually the end of the First World War. The navy established its own training ground, the Naval Flying School, at Eastchurch, on the grounds that flying aircraft and airships for the Royal Navy required special navigational skills. In spite of the intentions of the Committee for Imperial Defence that the two organisations should cooperate to form a single air force under the banner of the RFC, that organisation remained in the sole control of the army while the Naval Flying Wing remained under the supervision of the Royal Navy. No government minister moved to end what became an embarrassing rift, leading eventually to competition for both men and machines, an unhelpful situation that continued until 1917. It became something of a contest between the army Chiefs of Staff and the navy, especially when Winston Churchill, who was very keen on flying, took over as First Lord of the Admiralty. Churchill himself penned this account of the problem he inherited:


The War Office claimed on behalf of the Royal Flying Corps complete and sole responsibility for the aerial defence of Great Britain. But owing to the difficulties in getting money, they were unable to make any provision for this responsibility, every aeroplane they had been earmarked for the British Expeditionary Force. Seeing this and finding myself able to procure funds by various shifts and devices, I began in 1912 and 1913 to form under the Royal Naval Air Service [as Churchill insisted on calling his Naval Wing] flights of aeroplanes as well as seaplanes for the aerial protection of our harbours, oil tanks and vulnerable points, and also for the general strengthening of our inadequate aviation.


Even so, RFC commanders began to dedicate themselves to bringing some order and direction into the parlous state of its tiny air force, which was still well behind schedule for the 1912 army projections that called for a hundred machines in operation by 1915, with a full complement of trained pilots and technicians to keep them flying. The RFC also set up its own flying school at Upavon Downs and, confronted with what amounted to a firm ultimatum to equip itself with quality machines, a competitive trial of new aircraft was staged on Salisbury Plain in the third week of August 1912. Up to 15 plane makers were invited to participate, and among those who staged a demonstration was Samuel Cody. His aircraft was judged to be the winner of the trials, but there was to be no big order from the RFC for him, or the others on show that day, because, as Churchill pointed out, the army simply did not have the money. Instead, the orders went to the army’s factory at Farnborough, originally set up for balloon and airship construction but was now just being re-launched as the Royal Aircraft Factory. The director of the factory, Mervyn O’Gorman, who had been hidebound by government constraints and work on airships, finally began to gather some new designers and, although progress was still painfully slow, produced aircraft that were to make a considerable impact. Among them was the Blériot Experimental biplane, known as the BE, with the propeller fitted at the front. It was this plane that the army turned to in preference to Cody’s and it became the first in a line of variants, the most famous of which was the BE2c. Others followed, including the Farman Experimental (FE), which was built to the design of another French pioneer, with the engine and propeller at the rear, a setup known as a ‘pusher’ (as opposed to the ‘tractor’ configuration of the front-mounted prop). The factory also made the Reconnaissance Experimental (RE) and the Scouting Experimental (SE) and those four types provided the factory with its workload for the duration of the First World War, when the number employed on production rose from just 100 to 4,860.


The private plane makers did, however, get on the bandwagon for new aircraft, and they would especially benefit from the requirements of the Naval Wing who were looking at specialist requirements for their planes, prompted by a number of innovations using aircraft at sea. This resulted from Winston Churchill’s enthusiasm for combining air and sea operations. The First Lord of the Admiralty – convinced that the Kaiser was preparing for war – pursued a vigorous policy of exploring every avenue in which aircraft could be used at sea, and as fighting machines rather than for mere observation. Rapid progress was made between 1911 and 1914, in tandem with private enterprise and especially the Short brothers, A.V. Roe and another British pioneer, Tom Sopwith, who was producing a range of aircraft that found fame in the First World War. But any reticence on the part of the RFC towards getting involved in such operations was explained by the navy’s official historian for the period:


The Naval Wing paid more attention than was paid by the Military Wing to the use of the aeroplane as a fighting machine . . . The Military Wing, small as it was, knew that it would be entrusted with the immense task of scouting for the Expeditionary Force and that its business would be rather to avoid than seek battle in the air. The Naval Wing aimed at something more than observing the movements of an attacking enemy. Thus in bomb-dropping and machine-gunnery the Naval Wing was more advanced.


Experiments at sea covered virtually every possible permutation. A Royal Navy submariner named Williamson submitted proposals that the Naval Wing should discover whether submarines could be detected and attacked from the air. Air spotters did indeed see British submarines during a test run and dropped the first dummy torpedoes from a British aircraft. Williamson also came up with a design to allow machines to take off from converted ships and let them land back on board by stretching wires across the deck. An ancient cruiser, Hermes, was converted to carry seaplanes, and successful trials were carried out in North Sea manoeuvres in 1913.


In another experiment, a navy pilot flew a Short S27 biplane from HMS Hibernia while the ship was steaming at 10.5 knots. By then, also, more than half of the Naval Wing’s aircraft had been adapted as seaplanes, with the wheels being replaced by floats in another series of trials. Seaplanes were able to take off from the deck of the ship on wheeled trolleys that were fitted under their floats and dropped away as the machines became airborne. The Naval Wing also began experimenting with dropping bombs from aircraft as well as night flying.


Unlike his opposite numbers in the military, Churchill had a personal passion for aircraft, although he did not apply for a pilot’s certificate. He was then 38 years old and overweight, whereas 30-ish was considered old enough for fliers who also had to be at the peak of physical fitness. His instructor at that time, Ivon Courtney, left this memoir:


WSC and I would go up perhaps 10 times in one day. He was far more keen than most learners to go up again. He couldn’t bear to make mistakes. He always wanted to correct them at once. I remember the time when, on landing, he bent an undercarriage. I imagined he would want to stop flying that day. But the shock did not deter him one bit, but no one would let him go up solo. We were all scared to death of having a smashed First Lord on our hands.


Churchill’s relatives were equally concerned. On 12 March 1913 the Duke of Marlborough wrote to his cousin:


I do not suppose that I shall get a chance of writing you many more letters if you continue your journeys in the air. Really, I consider that you owe it to your wife, family and friends to desist from a practice or pastime – whichever you call it – which is fraught with so much danger to life. It is really wrong of you . . .


Danger there certainly was and fatal accidents came with alarming regularity, even claiming the life of one of the Military Wing’s original and most colourful pioneers, Samuel Cody, although it was not due to his own misadventure. In August 1913 Cody had taken up a passenger at Laffan’s Plain while his wife watched from the ground. She saw the machine begin to fly erratically and she could clearly see the passenger, apparently taken by fear, grabbing Cody’s shoulders. The machine turned and dived before hitting the ground, killing both men. Cody was given an RFC funeral with full military honours, as James Gascoyne, DFC, recalled:


In 1913 I was a pupil with a firm of motor engineers in the Midlands, and I saw a newspaper article about the Royal Flying Corps. I had not even heard of it until then and it fired my imagination. It seemed to me a wonderful idea to have a go, and my own training as a motor mechanic was highly relevant to what was being asked for. I reported for initial training and, curiously enough, not long afterwards I was called for duty at the funeral of Colonel Sam Cody. We were told that we would all take part in the funeral. That is because we had advanced sufficiently in our training to be able to walk like soldiers. Each of us had to carry a wreath. It was a very, very ceremonial affair, which lasted about two hours.


Gascoyne was among the early chaps who joined the RFC in the expectation of becoming pilots fairly quickly, only to have their dreams shattered:


I was sent with three others to Netheravon in Wiltshire, where I joined No. 3 Squadron. The aircraft were Blériots with 70-horsepower Gnome engines. No. 4 Squadron, stationed with us, had biplanes. At the time there were only aircraft sheds, station workshops, transport sheds and a guardroom. The two squadrons were to live in tents until the barracks were completed, and the messing was in large marquees. The station was full of life. Having joined the RFC to fly, I thought the prospects were quite good because there were a number of NCOs in the squadron who already had their wings and I discovered that they obtained them by going privately to a school.


Then, when they had qualified, they would be able to draw flying pay. To my astonishment I found that none of them was allowed to fly because flying was still confined entirely to officers. One of those privately trained pilots was Sergeant McCudden, who was put in charge of the transport section. He was a funny little man, but he was very keen and he was rather inclined to be pompous.


His brother, Jimmy, later to win a Victoria Cross [see Chapter Two], came to the squadron soon after I had joined. A third McCudden brother, John, was in one of the other squadrons. Jimmy joined when he was 18, following his brothers into the corps, and was mad keen to become a pilot. When he came to our squadron, he had just come out of detention because, in his keenness for flying, he had started up an aircraft at Farnborough and the engine had pulled him into the side of a hangar and broken it up. What I also remember about him was that he had the most wonderful eyesight; with a revolver or a rifle he could always find the target. It was one of the factors that later added to his success as a fighter pilot. We used to go on the ranges, firing, mostly for revolver practice, but now and again with rifles. Later on, when we got to France, he could always spot a German aircraft a long time before anyone else. I liked Jimmy very much.


James Gascoyne and the McCudden brothers would get their chance in the coming months when eventually the rules that barred all but officers from flying Britain’s much-needed and desperately scarce machines were scrapped. Soon, the British military air wings of both the army and the navy would need all the fliers they could get, and Jimmy in particular was among those set to cover themselves with fame and glory as history recorded the first exchanges of war in the air.


By the spring of 1914, as Germany’s military might was expanded by the threat of bomb-carrying Zeppelins, pressure on the RFC to provide a viable air force intensified. The whole of the military wing was to be based at Netheravon with a new aerodrome under construction at nearby Larkhill. The commanders had set out their stall, pulled the British air force up by its bootstraps, instilled strong discipline and procedures, all intended to excite and inspire its pilots and ground staff, and showed the government what they could do on a shoestring budget. Even so, although its manpower and aircraft had increased dramatically in the two years since its foundation, the RFC was still two squadrons short of the targets set by the Committee for Imperial Defence. Winston Churchill was well aware that the RFC was ill equipped for the task that surely lay ahead, although he had for months remained something of a lone voice among the ministerial hierarchy in calling for immediate action to turn the British air contingent into a fighting force instead of merely applying them to the designated role of observers for the Expeditionary Forces. He had done what he could in his own sphere to at least put up some kind of show, and as the war loomed he formally launched the Royal Naval Air Service, which was, initially at least, to operate separately from the RFC. Churchill explained in The World Crisis:


I had in my own hand on the eve of the war 50 efficient naval machines or about one-third the number in the possession of the army. The War Office viewed this development with disfavour and claimed they alone should be charged with the responsibility of home defence. When asked how they proposed to discharge this duty, they admitted sorrowfully that they had not got the machines and could not get the money. They adhered, however, to the principle.


Churchill was right on all counts. As the First World War began, Germany’s armies swept through the Low Countries to attack France along the border with Belgium. The French counterattacked in the region of Alsace-Lorraine, and the British Expeditionary Force planned to move into position beyond Maubeuge just inside the southern corner of Belgium in accord with a deployment proposal originally drawn up a decade earlier, when aircraft were never part of the equation. All operational squadrons apart from No. 1, which was still the preserve of balloons and airships, were to gather near Dover on 12 August 1914. The mass exodus from Netheravon did not go without mishap. There were at least three crashes, one of them fatal. The mechanic James McCudden, then 19, had turned the prop and watched the plane take off. Minutes later, he had his first experience of death ahead of a war that was to turn him into one of Britain’s first heroes of the air. His own words, quoted in the Daily Mail at the time, represent a poignant reflection of his thoughts about the incident, long before he was himself darting about the skies over France and sending many a German pilot to his death. The crashed plane was piloted by Second Lieutenant Robert Skene, with McCudden’s good friend and fellow air mechanic Keith Barlow on board:


I heard the engine stop and then an awful crash, which once heard is never forgotten. I ran for half a mile and found the machine in a small copse. I pulled the wreckage away from the occupants and found them both dead. I shall never forget that morning at about half-past six, kneeling by poor Keith Barlow and looking at the rising sun and then again at poor Barlow, who had no superficial injury and was killed purely by concussion, and wondering if war was going to be like this always.


It was, and more. McCudden went on to become the most decorated British pilot in the First World War, he survived hundreds of air battles but was dead at 23, killed in almost an identical accident to the one he had witnessed at Netheravon.


The aircraft were assembled at Dover and prepared for a grand takeoff to the war zone while the transport, stores, engineers, mechanics and spare pilots went by sea. In all, there were 105 officers and 750 other ranks from four squadrons, a minuscule figure compared with the armies now massing towards each other across the English Channel. James Gascoyne, still waiting for the chance to fly his own plane, was among the seagoing party:


We landed at Le Havre and travelled on to Maubeuge, where we were to begin operations. The aircraft were already there, as were the Germans, who used to fly over. German aircraft came over at about a thousand feet, and we were all called out with rifles to shoot at them, but we never had any success. We were all quite hopeless. We suffered a number of accidental fatalities and a few lucky escapes. One day Captain Egerton took off with an observer by the name of Lerwell, and as he did so one of his landing wheels fell away. Then another pilot took off in a Sopwith Pup, carrying the wheel which he tried to hold up as he flew over Egerton’s aircraft. Unfortunately, as he flew lower over the top of him he hit his tailplane, and the two aircraft became locked together and they fell from a height of about two hundred feet and hit the ground. Miraculously, none of them was killed. All were very badly injured, but they survived to fly again. There was one song No. 3 Squadron officers used to sing in their mess. It went something like this:


Wrap me up in my old flying jacket


And say a poor airman lies low.


Then six stalwart airmen shall carry me


With steps that are mournful and slow.


Take the crankshaft from out of my body;


Take the piston from out of my brain,


Then the workshop with all its mechanics


Will make it to fly once again.




1 By the end of the First World War, the RAeC had trained more than 6,500 military pilots.







CHAPTER TWO


Aces and Heroes


Although Winston Churchill had criticised the War Office for aligning virtually the entire force of the RFC to reconnaissance tasks for the British Expeditionary Forces, there is no doubt that their pilots played a pivotal role in the early months of the war. The surprisingly rapid movement of the massive German armies across the Low Countries and into France could be observed from the air, and the strength and method of the advance towards the first British positions at Mons was plotted almost hourly by RFC observers. The RFC made continuous flights over enemy positions, and their arrival back at base was eagerly awaited by the BEF commanders. Those early sorties were generally made in aircraft that were barely suited to haste or covert flight and which attracted almost immediate fire from the ground. Some were single-seaters; others struggled with the added weight of an observer. They had very little equipment, usually just a map strapped to one knee and a pad with a pencil attached with string. On one of his first missions, Lieutenant C.E.C. Rabagliati, with No. 5 Squadron, flying east from Maubeuge, recorded stark recollections of what he discovered:


As soon as we got over our area, instead of seeing a few odd German troops, I saw the whole area covered with hordes of field grey uniforms, advancing infantry, cavalry, transport and guns. The place was alive with Germans. My pilot and I were completely astounded – it was infinitely more than we had been expecting. We very busily covered the area, made marks on the map and noted as much as we could. I was completely horrified. We came roaring back, and when we landed I was put into a motorcar by my squadron commander and taken off to GHQ, which was in a château some miles away. When we arrived, we were ushered into a room with a lot of elderly gentlemen covered in gold braid and the rest of it . . . all senior generals. Somebody announced us, saying: ‘Here’s a boy from the Flying Corps . . . come here and sit down.’


The RFC ‘boy’ reported what he had seen, and the generals listened intently. But as the questioning went on, Rabagliati noticed that their interest seemed to be waning somewhat and they began asking general questions about flying, such as ‘What do you do if your engine stops?’ In the end, the ‘boy’ was sent away with the distinct feeling that it had all been a waste of time. One of the generals told him: ‘This is very interesting, what you’ve got, but, you know, our information – which of course is correct – proves that I don’t think you have seen as much as you think you have.’


But he had, and further reconnaissance flights proved that the Germans did indeed have a huge presence and were bearing down on British positions fast, as the generals soon discovered. RFC warnings from those missions alone saved hundreds of lives, enabling the British commanders to order a demoralising but necessary retreat from the Belgian border before the Germans could launch what would have been a devastating attack. Even as the retreat began, German shells were already hitting the RFC’s makeshift aerodrome. The backward movement of the Allies continued for 14 days before the British and French armies, with the aid of crucial RFC intelligence, halted at the River Marne to begin their counterattack and thwart the Germans’ planned right turn towards Paris.


For the RFC, the continual shifting from one site to another proved a major problem, especially in the poor prevailing weather. They were glad when that halt came during the six-day Battle of Marne, but even so conditions were treacherous for the pilots and backup teams facing war on the run. There were many incidents in those early days, not least because of the weather. James Gascoyne again:


When the British troops reached the Marne, we were stationed behind, and the first night we were there a terrific storm blew up with gale-force winds. All the aircraft were picketed out, tied down with ropes. The whole squadron was turned out, and we stayed there all night literally hanging on to the aircraft, five or six people on the wings and others holding on to the tailplane for dear life. We saved the lot, and they were able to fly again the next day. Of course, the weather affected our landing areas. The aircraft did not require a very long run to either take off or land, and we generally used ordinary meadows or fields. But by about October we found the fields were getting into such a devil of a mess it was necessary to collect cinders and ashes, anything we could lay our hands on, and French workers were employed spreading them all over the field.


We had our lighter moments too. There was one outstanding character among the pilots, named Gordon Bell. He was a civilian pilot who joined No. 3 Squadron, and he was flying an aircraft called the Bristol Bullet. The first thing I remember about him, during a retreat from one of our fields, he was sent to see the doctor. In those days they were army medical officers; we had no doctor on the squadron. The doctor said to him: ‘Now then, Bell, do you smoke very much?’ Bell’s reply was – he stuttered very badly: ‘I-I-I don’t drink and I-I-I don’t smoke and I don’t f-f-f-find fault with those that do.’ Two days later, we landed at a field we were using for the aircraft during the retreat and he missed it and came down in another field. The Bristol Bullet turned up on its nose with its tail sticking up in the air. Popham, who was then a quartermaster-general, came over, saw Bell walking towards him and said: ‘Where’s your machine?’ Bell turned round and said: ‘Over there in that b-b-b-blasted field of f-f-f-fucking cabbages.’


Bell was a great man for acrobatic stunts in the air, and back in England in his civvy days he’d made a habit of flying through the open hangars at Brooklands. These hangars had doors at each end, and one day Bell was doing his usual stunts around the airfield and again tried to fly through a hangar. But someone had half-closed the door at one end, leaving just enough room for his fuselage to go through. Bell goes in at the open end, flies on only to find that the doors are half-closed. He hits the doors and the aircraft collapses on the ground; everybody tears up expecting to find him dead. There’s Bell sitting up in the wreckage and he was saying: ‘I knew this would b-b-bloody well happen one of these b-b-bloody days.’


With the Allies and the Germans now fielding some 250 aircraft of similar build and design along the battle zones, aerial confrontation became inevitable. The German pilots were under strict instructions not to engage and to pull away quickly if under attack. Their machines were quicker than the British ones and more often than not the enemy escaped with ease. There were occasions when fire was exchanged, and the first RFC pilot wounded in action by means other than crashing his plane took a bullet in the buttocks, fired upwards through his seat by an opposing flier using a handgun. The RFC pilots and observers now began to equip themselves with a small armoury of weapons: pistols, rifles and even shotguns, although some did carry hand grenades with the hopeful intention of flying above their German counterparts and dropping the bomb on them.


Pilots endeavoured to find ways of arming themselves more effectively. One of them, Lieutenant Louis Strange of No. 5 Squadron, spent hours mounting a Lewis machine-gun to his Henri Farman plane on which he was to be joined by colleague Lieutenant Penn Gaskell to work the gun. He was convinced that he would lead the way towards the day when both sides would have fighter planes. Although his prediction was correct, this episode was a false dawn, especially in the tardy Farman. In his book Recollections of an Airman, Strange admitted:


The enemy machine made off while we were still climbing up over our aerodrome, and I imagine the occupants must have enjoyed a good laugh at our futile efforts. But my disappointment was increased when I landed because our CO came to the conclusion that I would have a better chance of coming to grips with any aerial invaders if I lightened my machine by dispensing with my Lewis gun. He therefore promptly ordered me to unship both it and the mounting I had been at some pains to devise for it, telling my observer he would have to manage with a rifle in future.


Another young pilot who devised his own machine-gun mount – more successfully – was Lance-Corporal George Hawker, who at 23 was a major in the RFC and was the first ‘ace’ among British Empire pilots – a title given to heroes of the skies, from either side of the conflict, who shot down five or more enemy planes. He was known as an aggressive combat pilot whose motto was ‘Attack Everything’. Flying a BE2c, he attacked the Zeppelin sheds at Gontrode in April 1915 by dropping hand grenades over the side of his plane, for which he was awarded a Distinguished Service Order. He then devised a mount for attaching a Lewis gun to his Bristol Scout, and while testing his invention he chased off one German aircraft and brought down two others. For this action, he was the first pilot to receive the Victoria Cross for aerial combat. Hawker was killed the following year in one of the longest dogfights of the war, eventually shot down behind German lines by Manfred von Richthofen.


Strange and Hawker had the right idea for incorporating machine-guns on their planes. More powerful engines and better aircraft designs were on the drawing board in all the major aircraft manufacturing centres of Britain and Europe and soon led to the emergence of fighters as a particular breed of aircraft, not to mention the equally special breed of daredevil pilots to fly them. Machine-guns were already being included in future designs, although their successful operation had thus far eluded even the best brains in the aircraft industry. The Vickers company in Britain had built a two-seater biplane of pusher configuration that was armed with a machine-gun fired by an observer, who sat somewhat precariously in front of the pilot. As Strange had found, the weight of the contraption was too great for the power of the engine, and the Vickers FB5 Gunbus, a more powerful and streamlined version, was destined to enter service in 1915.


The French had a similar aircraft already in production, called the Voisin, also of the pusher configuration, which was in action by the late autumn of 1914. But again with two men and a heavy gun on board, performance was poor, and the race was on to discover a way of mounting a machine-gun on the faster, single-seater aircraft with a front-end propeller. So far, efforts to aim the gun effectively without hitting the aircraft’s own propeller had proved elusive. The solution to the problem emerged in the spring of 1915 in the form of an interrupter gear, or gun-synchronising device, designed by the French engineer Raymond Saulnier, which regulated a machine-gun’s fire so as to enable the bullets to pass between the blades of the spinning propeller. The interrupter was originally designed by Swiss engineer Franz Schneider before the war, but there had been difficulties in achieving the synchronisation. But Saulnier found success working with the famous French pilot Roland Garros, a pre-war sporting hero who had won many international flying events.1 They made a significant discovery with a machine-gun fixed rigidly on the fuselage. Garros found that the gun could be aimed accurately simply by pointing the aircraft towards the target and, using the interrupter, calculated that on average 18 of every 25 shots would get through the propeller without hitting the blades. Steel plates were attached to the prop to deflect any shots that hit the blades to prevent them being shot off.


On 1 April 1915 Garros made his first successful attack with his Morane-Saulnier monoplane fitted with this invention. He came upon four German Albatros observation planes and shot one of them down with his machine-gun firing through the propeller. Garros shot down two more German aircraft on 18 April. But the following day Garros himself hit trouble. He was forced to land behind enemy lines with a ruptured fuel line, probably hit by one of his own bullets, and was taken prisoner. He attempted to set fire to the aircraft, but the Germans arrived before any real damage was done and the secret of Saulnier’s interrupter gear was captured along with the pilot. German designers were rushed to the scene to examine their prize, and one of them, Anthony Fokker, promptly set to work on a similar device. Combining data from pre-war experiments with the captured Saulnier gear, Fokker swiftly devised his own version of an even more efficient interrupter gear and built it into a monoplane which was virtually an exact copy of Saulnier’s Morane. Thus was launched the fast and effective Fokker Eindecker (or monoplane), which was rushed into action in July 1915 and became the Germans’ most dastardly weapon in the air. It marked the launch of what was christened by the media ‘the Scourge of the Fokker’, ranging pretty well unabated over the Western Front for months before the Allies could match it with their own modifications and faster planes.


This development marked the true beginning of the era of the aces, whose exploits gripped public imagination around the world. Pilots featured in newspaper articles, and those with the highest number of ‘kills’ – or victories, as they became known later – became household names. Perhaps the most enduring was Germany’s Red Baron, Manfred von Richthofen, and although he was indeed Germany’s highest-scoring pilot of the First World War, with 80 victories, he came late to the arena.


The world’s first ace was undoubtedly Oswald Boelcke, who at 24 years old was chosen to test Anthony Fokker’s new machine-gun synchronising device. He was quickly joined by others, including Oberleutnant Max Immelmann, 25, and such was their success that they were both awarded the Order of Merit on 12 January 1916, the first two pilots to receive Prussia’s highest award for bravery. The two of them, and others who joined the spree, invented a new style of flying the German Fokkers, and then a fast new Albatross D series came swooping and rolling out of the clouds in the kind of aerobatics never previously seen. Before the year was out, both had been killed – a fate that awaited so many of the young aces who followed in their footsteps.


Immelmann, in his few short months aloft, became known as the Eagle of Lille and, perhaps more than most, introduced the devil-may-care courage that hundreds of fighter pilots now pursued, and paid for with their lives. He was a daring and spectacular flier who invented a number of battle techniques initially dismissed by more experienced fliers as ‘stunts’ but which none the less were soon in common use and were eventually taught by advanced military flying schools in the UK. The most notable and much discussed became universally known as the Immelmann turn, a half-loop followed by a half-roll.


In little more than eight months of sustained fighter attacks, Immelmann notched up 15 victories before he himself was killed in a dogfight with seven British aircraft. As with many other aces, his demise was surrounded by controversy, with the British claiming that a pilot of an FE2b shot him down, while the Germans insisted that the machine-gun on his Fokker E.III malfunctioned and he shot his own propeller off during the heat of battle.


Oswald Boelcke survived a little longer. His Albatross D.II tangled with a colleague’s plane while on an infantry support mission. They both crashed to the ground. The second pilot, Erwin Böhme, survived but Boelcke was killed. In little more than a year since he led the Fokker scourge over the Western Front, he had claimed 40 victories and was established as Germany’s leading fighter pilot. In fact, he wrote the manual. He set down his thoughts in what was entitled Dicta Boelcke, which was published by the German military as a guide to their pilots. They remained relevant in the Second World War:




	Climb before and during the approach in order to surprise the enemy from above, and dive on him swiftly from the rear when the moment to attack is at hand.


	Try to place yourself between the sun and the enemy. This puts the glare of the sun in the enemy’s eyes and makes it impossible for him to shoot with any accuracy.


	Do not fire the machine-guns until the enemy is within range and you have him squarely within your sights.


	Attack when the enemy least expects it or when he is preoccupied with other duties such as observation, photography or bombing.


	
Never turn your back and try to run away from an enemy fighter. If you are surprised by an attack on your tail, turn and face the enemy with your guns.


	Keep your eye on the enemy and do not let him deceive you with tricks. If your opponent appears damaged, follow him down until he crashes to be sure he is not faking.


	Foolish acts of bravery only bring death. The signal of its leaders must be obeyed.





These, then, were the young pilots who led the charge of the Fokkers in 1915–16. According to James Gascoyne, a new song was being sung in the mess rooms of the RFC, adapted to the tune of ‘It’s a Long Way to Tipperary’:


It’s a long way to seven thousand,


It’s a long way to roam.


It’s a long way to seven thousand,


On a 50-horsepower Gnome.


With Fokkers buzzing round you


And the uhlans down below,


It’s a long long way to seven thousand,


But the safest place I know.


The Allies were now desperately trying to plug the gap in terms of aerial firepower, but it would take time. For most of 1916 and well into 1917, the Germans held the upper hand in the skies with their new leading man, Manfred von Richthofen, and his ‘flying circus’ of death-defying stunt pilots. As a young cadet, Richthofen climbed a church steeple at Wahlstadt and tied his handkerchief to its lightning rod, just for fun. At the outbreak of war, he was a cavalry officer and saw duty on both the Eastern and Western Fronts before he requested a transfer to the flying service. He recorded his first aerial combat victory on 17 September 1916 and was infamous to troops in the trenches, who marvelled at his blood-red Fokker biplane swooping above the battlegrounds. Before his career was over, he shot down 80 Allied aircraft, became the leading ace of the war and was showered with honours. On 21 April 1918 his career ended when he was shot down over enemy lines by Roy Brown of Canada.


Much of Germany’s good run was due to the effective firepower and better, faster engines, notably those designed and manufactured by Daimler and Benz. They were water-cooled, in-line engines which powered the new streamlined Albatros D.I, D.II and D.III series of fighters. They led the way in the design of compact, powerful single-seater fighters with two synchronised machine-guns mounted in front of the pilot on the upper fuselage decking and aimed with a simple ring and bead sight. The design pioneered a generation of fighters, whose concept prevailed for virtually the rest of the twentieth century.


First Fokker and then Albatros fighters gave British airmen a rough time. Some tremendous air battles were fought, and for months the RFC and the Royal Naval Air Service, who were alongside them, suffered horrendous casualties. Questions were raised in the House of Commons to establish if there was any connection between ‘stunt flying’ and the mounting losses among British fighter planes. There may well have been, but not for the reasons that the questioner had in mind. Quite simply, the British had never had the equipment or training to risk life and limb attempting some of the extreme examples of fighter activity. At this time, an RFC pilot needed to have only 28 hours of solo flying before joining a squadron in France. There was little chance of further training, and rookie pilots were thrown in at the deep end. But all that changed as aircraft improved and schools of advanced training back in Britain actually began teaching ‘stunt flying’ in 1916. James Gascoyne, with the McCudden brothers and other non-flying recruits from the earliest days of the RFC, went back to England for an advanced pilot training course at Lilbourne, Northamptonshire, that included some of the latest techniques employed by the German aces. Gascoyne recalled:


I had some wonderful instructors there. They taught me to do everything under the sun, from Immelmann turns to looping, rolling, side-slipping and everything. For an Immelmann turn you got up a hell of a lot of engine speed for a dive, then you suddenly took your aircraft up and then did a half-roll at the top and fell straight down again on to the aircraft below. A loop in my days comprised just racing your engine, opening your engine full out, putting it into a slight dive to get full speed, then pulling back the joystick, right back into your stomach, and the machine goes up, over, and then drops, and as it drops you switch off your engine and come smoothly out of it in a glide. That’s the loop. It was usually done at a height of a thousand feet or more to give you time to recover in case you lost too much engine speed, and the machine came straight down.


A roll: you are flying straight and level with as much speed as you can get – and then you pull your joystick back into your stomach again and put your hand on the rudder. That causes the aircraft to do a complete turn in the air: that is to say you go upside down and you go right round, and straighten up again. As soon as you’ve got straight again, you pull the rudder back to neutral and put your joystick back to neutral. That’s completed your roll.


A spin: that’s easy. You’re just flying along, you shut off your engine, pull the nose up and the nose then drops with the weight of the engine and you pull your joystick back and it starts to turn you round. Now to come out of that, all you have to do is to centralise the joystick, put your engine on and you’re out. All very simple movements. Another thing I enjoyed: in those days biplanes had wires that braced the two wings together on struts. These wires used to run across the aircraft. They were tapered to avoid air resistance, and we would turn these wires flat in a dive, especially in ground attacks, so that you got a terrific whistling noise going through, and they reckon that used to scare the Hun to death.


At Lilbourne we had three types of aircraft: the Avro, the Sopwith Pup and the SE5. The Avro was an absolutely magnificent machine; you couldn’t go wrong with it. It had a Gnome engine, and you could do every stunt in the world without any difficulty whatsoever. The SE5 was the best machine so far as I was concerned. You could do just anything you liked. It was as strong as an ox, and you felt that you were more or less armour-plated right through, although you weren’t. That was fitted with a Vickers gun, firing through the propeller. On the top of the centre sections you had a Lewis gun. To get it down to reload it, you had to pull it down on a rail, take a drum out of the side and bang it on, then push it back. This was all supposed to be very easy, but the wind used to catch this thing as you turned it to put it on, and if you weren’t careful it shot out of your hand. I lost one and I saw it go back behind my tail and it very nearly hit it.


The Fokker biplane and triplane fighters were more than matched by the SE5 to meet the Germans on their own ground – and beat them. The two air forces became more evenly matched as 1917 progressed, with the Allies slowly taking the upper hand, having introduced the SE5, the Sopwith Camel and the French Nieuport. They were now also taking their aircraft to heights of up to 15,000 feet, an astounding achievement, considering the pilots were still in open cockpits and had no creature comforts whatsoever, nor oxygen. By the autumn of 1917 the Allies were gradually taking control of the air, supported by a massive increase in the production of fast, reliable machines from the factories of France and Britain, although many famous battles and high honours were to be won in the months ahead.


The Fokker D.VII came on stream in 1918, with a power-packed Mercedes engine. Armed with two machine-guns, it had a top speed of almost 120 miles an hour. Britain matched and bettered it, and at the same time introduced two-seater fighters. These included the highly praised Bristol F2b, with its superbly reliable 220-horsepower, Rolls-Royce Falcon V-12 engine and armed with a synchronised machine-gun for the pilot and two movable machine-guns for the observer. The Sopwith and Nieuport series were also upgraded, and then Britain delivered its own pièce de résistance with the most awesome fighter of the war, the SE5a. Although it did not reach the battle fronts until 1918, it brought what many have viewed as the final impetus to the Allies winning the war in the air. It had an endurance of two and a half hours, had a manoeuvrable machine-gun on the upper wing that could also be pointed upwards and had a ceiling in excess of 19,000 feet.
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