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      FOREWORD
by Marshal of the Royal Air Force
Sir Michael Beetham GCB, CBE, DFC, AFC

      
      The year 2012 is a significant one in the history of the RAF. First, it marks the centenary of the formation of the Royal
         Flying Corps, the forerunner of the RAF. Secondly, it has seen the dedication and unveiling by Her Majesty The Queen of the
         long-overdue Bomber Command Memorial in Green Park, central London. Now, thanks to the enthusiasm of Lord Ashcroft, 2012 sees
         the publication of a splendid new book that champions the gallantry of RAF and other aircrew over the past century.
     

      
      Heroes of the Skies is Lord Ashcroft’s fourth book on the subject of bravery and in his writing he displays a great passion for courage, in general,
         and gallantry medals, in particular. It has been known for some time that Lord Ashcroft has built up the world’s largest collection
         of Victoria Crosses (VCs), which are on display in the gallery bearing his name at the Imperial War Museum. However, this
         book reveals that Lord Ashcroft has also amassed some quite remarkable groups of medals for gallantry in the air – well over
         eighty in total.
     

      
      As Heroes of the Skies makes abundantly clear, behind every decoration is a wonderful story of one man’s bravery, usually in the face of great adversity.
         Most, though not all, medals for gallantry in the air are the result of courage against a wartime enemy. Such bravery is invariably
         linked to qualities that Britain and the Commonwealth nations value so highly: loyalty, duty, sacrifice, service, patriotism
         and more.
     

      
      
      When the Battle of Britain began in 1940, I was a schoolboy staying for the summer in Hilsea, just outside Portsmouth, where
         my father was in charge of an Army training battalion. I saw the German aircraft coming in to bomb the harbour and the Hurricanes
         and Spitfires cutting into them. It was spectacular and I said to my father: ‘That’s for me.’ The following year, after turning
         eighteen, I volunteered to join the RAF, trained as a bomber pilot and, in 1943, joined 50 Squadron flying Lancasters. At
         the time the main focus of the bombing campaign was against the industrial cities of Germany, including the capital, Berlin.
         It was a gruelling campaign and I completed a tour of thirty operations during 1943/4.
     

      
      As a result of my own wartime experiences, I am delighted to see that the bulk of Lord Ashcroft’s collection of medals for
         gallantry in the air is made up of awards to Second World War airmen and, in particular, that it includes three VCs (from
         a total of nineteen) that were awarded to members of Bomber Command.
     

      
      I got to know Lord Ashcroft through my role as President of the Bomber Command Association and as a result of his very considerable
         support, including a substantial donation, for the Bomber Command Memorial. It therefore comes as no surprise to me that he
         has decided that all his author’s royalties from this book are to be donated to the Royal Air Force Benevolent Fund. Once
         again, this is a cause dear to my own heart, particularly as the charity has agreed to care for and maintain the Bomber Command
         Memorial in the future.
     

      
      I commend Lord Ashcroft for his generosity, just as I commend his book to one and all. By writing Heroes of the Skies, Lord Ashcroft has done a great service to all our airmen who have risked and, in some cases given, their lives for their
         country, their sovereign, their comrades and for greater freedom. This is a book to be cherished and savoured.
     

   



      
      
      PREFACE

      
      It was Leonardo da Vinci, the Renaissance painter, sculptor and inventor, who said: ‘When once you have tasted flight, you
         will forever walk the earth with your eyes turned skyward, for there you have been, and there you will always long to return.’
         Mark Twain, the American author and humourist, wrote: ‘The air up there in the clouds is very pure and fine, bracing and delicious.
         And why shouldn’t it be? – it is the same the angels breathe.’ While Sir Walter Raleigh, the official historian of the RAF
         (rather than his namesake, the Elizabethan courtier), said: ‘The engine is the heart of an aeroplane, but the pilot is its
         soul.’
     

      
      All three men have one thing in common: they capture a wonderfully romantic image of flying. I have long been fascinated by
         a special human trait – bravery – that can also conjure up great images of derring-do. So when flying and courage combine
         – as they do repeatedly in this book – it makes for a heady mix.
     

      
      This book is the result of my admiration for bravery and my desire to champion the courage of others. It is based on my collection
         of more than eighty groups of gallantry and service medals to airmen that span nearly a century, from the First World War
         to the present conflict in Afghanistan. It has also been written to mark the 100th anniversary of the Royal Flying Corps,
         founded in 1912 and the forerunner to the RAF.
     

      
      The write-ups in this book vary considerably in length. In some cases, there is an abundance of material on an individual
         in the form of his pilot’s logbooks, diaries, letters, military records, lengthy citations and other sources. In other cases, there is little in existence that details his life, career or
         the details of his gallantry. In rare cases, it is not known today if a medal recipient is alive or dead. If anyone reading
         this book can fill in some of the gaps, I will endeavour to update individual entries for future editions of my book.
     

      
      Heroes of the Skies is being published in conjunction with a six-part Channel 5 documentary series that I am presenting. The series examines
         some heroic pilots whose decorations are not part of my collection. There are write-ups on four such pilots in this book and,
         on each occasion, the individual’s panel giving his details contains an asterisked footnote to indicate that his medals are
         not part of my collection. To avoid any confusion, however, the four pilots whose decorations I do not own are Douglas Bader,
         George Beurling, Francis ‘Gabby’ Gabreski and Robin Olds.
     

      
      Each individual’s write-up in the book has a panel preceding it that gives the medal recipient’s name and the rank he held
         when first decorated, along with the highest rank (if different from the original one and listed in brackets) he held during
         his military career. The panel also has information on the service, or services – RAF, Army, Royal Navy and Royal Marines
         – in which the medal recipient served. Furthermore, it gives the name of the gallantry medal, or medals, with which he was
         decorated and the date, or dates, that these were formally announced in the London Gazette, the UK’s official publication for such announcements. The decorations are listed chronologically rather than in seniority.
         The exception to this is the award of a second (or, in rare cases, a third or fourth) identical award (or Bar) when this decoration
         is listed immediately after the first, or subsequent, awards. I have included all decorations but not appointments to assorted
         Orders, such as the CBE, although I have tried always to refer to such awards in the write-up itself. In some cases, where
         two, or more, men were decorated for the same action, they are given a joint write-up.
     

      
      
      A small number of the medal recipients who feature here also appeared in my book Victoria Cross Heroes. I make no apology for telling the astonishing stories of these brave men for a second time in Heroes of the Skies.
     

      




      
      
      1

      
      BUILDING THE COLLECTION

      
      THE ORIGINS OF A PASSION

      
      As a teenager, I was fascinated by flying and I read extensively about the Wright brothers and their first flight. I regard
         staging the first powered flight as one of modern mankind’s greatest achievements. I would love to have been an eyewitness
         on 17 December 1903 when the American brothers, Orville and Wilbur, flew the Wright Flyer from a primitive air strip four miles south of Kitty Hawk, North Carolina. The aircraft, adapted from gliders which the brothers
         had trialled over the previous three years, made four brief, low-altitude flights that day, just three days after their first
         attempt at flight had ended in an immediate crash-landing and damage to their aircraft. Each of the four successful flights
         ended with a bumpy and unintended ‘landing’. The last flight, with Wilbur at the controls (the brothers took it in turns to
         fly), saw the aircraft travel 852 feet and remain in the air for fifty-nine seconds. This was sufficient to enter the record
         books and in Washington, DC, the respected Smithsonian Institution later described the Wright Flyer as ‘the first powered, heavier-than-air machine to achieve controlled, sustained flight with a pilot aboard. It flew forward
         without losing speed and landed at a point as high as that from which it started.’
     

      
      My boyhood admiration for the Wright brothers stemmed more from their courage than their technical ability to design their
         aircraft. I have had a lifelong fascination with bravery and I am a great believer in another Mark Twain quote: ‘Courage is
         the mastery of fear, not the absence of fear.’ I have no doubt that the Wright brothers had a fear of flying but they conquered this fear. When I read about their exploits, I wondered what
         must have been going through their minds as they took off for a (short) journey into the unknown. By this time, they were
         achieving heights and speeds that, if something went wrong (and it often did during the early days of flight), the pilots
         were likely to be killed or seriously injured. I wondered how many advancements in life had started because someone was willing
         to risk his, or her, life in the interests of scientific or technical progress. I eventually credited the Wright brothers
         with beginning a process that led from early aircraft flying to the first human space flight, all in less than sixty years.
     

      
      I marvelled, too, at just how rapidly flying developed from the first flight in late 1903 to the Great War of 1914–18, when
         air combat was very much a part of the conflict. I had an immense respect for the airmen of the First World War, including
         those who literally dropped their bombs by hand. I took a special interest in the fighter aces (a pilot credited with five,
         or more, aerial victories), who took to the skies time and again in single-engine biplanes with only a primitive machine-gun
         for protection. Inevitably, these early aircraft were relatively cumbersome and were easy targets from the ground and the
         air. As a result, these men had a short life expectancy, even if they were the most skilled and experienced of flyers. Yet
         sometimes they flew missions not just every day, but several times a day. Some of the technical advances during the war were
         intriguing, too: with machine guns mounted behind the propeller, one of the earliest problems was to devise a way of firing
         through the propeller without the bullets hitting the blades and bouncing back, thus endangering the pilots.
     

      
      As a schoolboy, I have to admit that it was the infamous ‘Red Baron’ who caught my imagination more than any of the British
         aces of the day. Manfred von Richthofen, who served with the Imperial German Air Service during the First World War, is arguably
         the best-known pilot of all time. He was the ‘ace of aces’, being credited with eighty confirmed combat victories, a superior tally to any other pilot. Yet even the Red Baron,
         who flew a red Fokker triplane, could not survive the war: he was shot down and killed near Amiens, France, on 21 April 1918.
         I have always been able to recognise courage by the ‘enemy’: I am certainly not naive or jingoistic enough to suggest that
         only the British or Allied forces were capable of showing great bravery in war, whilst the enemy was cowardly. For me, the
         concept of bravery is not, and never will be, limited to just one side in a battle or conflict.
     

      
      I also took an interest in some of the pioneering pilots of the inter-war years. After the war, the public became fascinated
         by flight and at fairs and shows, particularly in the US during the 1920s, pilots would be the star attractions showing off
         their skills and their aircraft to an admiring audience. Such were the advances in aviation technology that on 20/21 May 1927
         Charles Lindbergh, the American aviator and explorer, was able to make the first non-stop transatlantic flight in a fixed-wing
         aircraft from New York’s Long Island to an airfield on the outskirts of Paris. Once again, I tried to imagine what was going
         in Lindbergh’s mind as he flew his single-seat, single-engine monoplane, Spirit of St Louis, for 3,600 miles and nearly thirty-four hours non-stop. He had simply a magnetic compass, his airspeed indicator and luck
         to keep him going as he flew through snow and sleet in an epic journey that captured the imagination of the American public.
         It is little wonder that Lindbergh was known as ‘Lucky Lindy’, because his chances of survival when he set off must have been,
         at best, negligible. Lindbergh was also a US Army reserve officer, and the rewards for his exploits included the Medal of
         Honor, the nation’s highest bravery decoration.
     

      
      I also enjoyed reading about the exploits of some of the great women pilots. I could not learn enough about the life and times
         of Amelia Earhart, the American aviation pioneer. Earhart was the first woman to receive the US Distinguished Flying Cross
         (DFC): the decoration was awarded for becoming the first woman aviator to fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean. Earhart set
         many other flying records before, during an attempt to circumnavigate the globe in 1937, her aircraft disappeared over the
         central Pacific Ocean near Howland Island on 2 July 1937. Her body was never found but she was officially declared dead nearly
         two years later. I also took an interest in the exploits of Amy Johnson, the daring English aviatrix. Either flying alone
         or with her husband, Jim Mollison, Johnson set numerous long-distance flight records in the 1930s. She flew for the Air Transport
         Auxiliary during the Second World War only for her Airspeed Oxford aircraft to come down in adverse weather conditions and,
         when a rescue attempt failed, she drowned in the Thames Estuary on 5 January 1941.
     

      
      So my early fascination with flying involved people getting into the air, then staying in the air over long distances, both
         of which involved substantial courage. However, once flying became more ‘routine’, my great interest turned almost exclusively
         to military aviation and the experiences of pilots in war situations. Yet, I was also gripped by the exploits of test pilots,
         who carried out flights that involved a high degree of risk.
     

      
      I was enthralled by the exploits of the airmen of the Second World War, just as I had been by their counterparts during the
         Great War. As a boy, I loved reading about the wartime adventures of our Spitfire and Hurricane pilots. I was engrossed by
         the exploits of fighter pilots during the Battle of Britain and I was fascinated by the ‘Dambusters’, the name given to 617
         Squadron for its exploits during Operation Chastise. Pilots flew in dangerously low to drop ‘bouncing bombs’ to target German
         dams on 16/17 May 1943.
     

      
      As readers of my three earlier books on gallantry will know, I developed an interest in bravery when I was about twelve years
         old. I was born the year after the end of the Second World War and the momentous events of the 1939–45 conflict inevitably
         filled many family conversations when I was a child. I was also inspired by the courage of my father, Captain Eric Ashcroft, who as a lieutenant had been wounded as he ran onto Sword Beach
         as part of the D-Day landings of 6 June 1944. Gradually, this interest in bravery, in general, developed into one for gallantry
         medals, in particular, and I bought my first Victoria Cross (VC), Britain and the Commonwealth’s premier award for gallantry,
         in 1986. Although originally intended as a one-off, this purchase eventually led to me building up the world’s largest collection
         of VCs, now totalling more than 170 such decorations. As the collection grew, I specialised in VCs from certain fields and
         these included trying to build a collection of VCs awarded to airmen during both the First World War and the Second World
         War. Today, for example, I own three of the six VCs that were awarded to fighter aces during the Great War.
     

      
      As the collection grew, I became increasingly determined to put it on public display. I looked into the possibility of building
         a new gallery for my VC collection. After lengthy behind-the-scenes discussions, I was able to announce in July 2008 that
         I was donating £5 million for a new gallery at the Imperial War Museum. This would be used to house both my VC collection
         and the VCs owned by, or in the care of, the museum. After an incredible amount of hard work from my staff and the museum’s
         staff, I am delighted to say that the new project – bearing my name – was unveiled on schedule in November 2010. It was opened
         by HRH The Princess Royal and, ever since, it has been enjoyed by hundreds of thousands of people. Admission to the gallery
         is free and I would urge everyone to visit it and to savour the gallantry of our bravest servicemen, including our airmen
         from the two world wars.
     

      
      My VC collection on display at the Lord Ashcroft Gallery includes twelve ‘flying VCs’. The first I bought was in November
         1988 at a Christie’s auction. It was the decoration that had been awarded to William Leefe Robinson, the first British pilot
         to shoot down a German airship over Britain during the First World War. In October 1989, I privately bought the VC that had been awarded to Roderick ‘Babe’ Learoyd for bravery during a pinpoint bombing raid over Germany in August 1940.
     

      
      I only started to build up a collection of medals for gallantry in the air in the autumn of 1990. On 15 September, Sotheby’s
         held a special aeronautical sale at the RAF Museum, Hendon, north-west London. The catalogue contained the decoration that
         had been awarded to William Rhodes-Moorhouse, the first ever VC awarded for action in the air. Among many other flying groups
         included in the same catalogue were a number of items which also took my fancy, namely ‘Ginger’ Lacey’s Distinguished Flying
         Medal (DFM) and Bar, ‘Pick’ Pickard’s Distinguished Service Order (DSO) and two Bars, and Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC),
         along with the DFMs to William Rich and Walter Ellis who had both flown with Learoyd on his VC mission, and the Military Cross
         (MC) to Sydney Dowse who had become a prisoner of war (PoW) and one of the men involved in the ‘Great Escape’. Eventually,
         I bought all these medals and this set the ball rolling. After that sale, I was constantly on the lookout for outstanding
         flying gallantry groups, particularly those relating to the Battle of Britain and the ‘Dambusters’ raid. Today I own more
         than eighty groups of medals for gallantry in the air, including twelve VCs.
     

      
      In 2009, I became involved in the appeal to have a permanent Bomber Command Memorial erected in Green Park, central London.
         I donated a substantial amount – more than £1 million – because I wanted to right a wrong. Rarely, if ever, can any group
         of servicemen have been more deserving of a memorial to their courage and self-sacrifice than members of RAF Bomber Command.
         I felt that a new monument would be a fitting tribute to men who helped to shape the world we live in but whose bravery, until
         now, has not been properly recognised.
     

      
      Bomber Command consisted of some 125,000 volunteers from Britain, the Commonwealth and Allied countries who had to endure
         some of the most terrifying combat conditions of the Second World War. Indeed, Bomber Command was the primary British fighting force that took the war directly to Germany, destroying vital infrastructure and supply lines – but
         at a very heavy price. The average age of the aircrew was just twenty-two and the youngest were only eighteen. Three out of
         every five airmen became casualties and the more detailed statistics tell their own story: 55,573 men were killed, 8,403 were
         wounded and 9,838 were captured and held as prisoners of war. The losses of Bomber Command were greater than those of any
         other service – accounting for 10 per cent of all British fatalities – yet, perversely, its members have been the only Second
         World War servicemen not to have been publicly honoured by their country. During the war, no fewer than nineteen Victoria
         Crosses were awarded to men of Bomber Command and the recipients of the gallantry award included Guy Gibson, of 617 Squadron
         and ‘Dambusters’ fame. Among the various statistics that relate to the aircrews, one particular fact upset me greatly: half
         of the casualties from Bomber Command have no known grave (although they are commemorated on the Runnymede Memorial, near
         Windsor, Berkshire). One of the reasons that there had never previously been a permanent memorial to Bomber Command was that
         there was so much controversy after the war about the tactics used to bomb German cities. Inevitably this led to a large number
         of deaths and injuries among the civilian population. My view on this controversy is simple: the bravery of the RAF men should
         never be confused with the politics of their superiors. These airmen went to do their duty as they were ordered, and time
         and again they showed great courage to achieve their objectives.
     

      
      The Bomber Command Association; John Caudwell, the entrepreneur; Richard Desmond, the publisher and businessman; and many
         others deserve praise for a successful £7 million appeal. On 28 June 2012, I was present when the Queen unveiled the memorial
         and I felt incredibly proud to see the project – also intended to be in memory of the civilian victims of the bombing – come
         to fruition while some Bomber Command veterans were still alive. It was a day full of emotion and one that I will never forget.
     

      
      MEDALS FOR GALLANTRY IN THE AIR

      
      Until early in the twentieth century there were no gallantry medals specifically for flying – because there was no flying.
         During the First World War, awards of the VC were for exceptional bravery in the face of the enemy, regardless of which member
         of the Armed Forces an individual served. This meant that VCs were awarded to members of the Army, the Royal Navy and the
         Royal Flying Corps and, after April 1918, to the RAF.
     

      
      The RAF came into being on 1 April 1918 and remains the oldest independent air force in the world. By early 1918, it became
         clear that air power would play a significant role in future conflicts and, in turn, that many people would therefore display
         enormous gallantry in the air. With this in mind, shortly before the formation of the RAF, a committee was constituted by
         George V to advise the King on whether a special decoration was needed for the new service. After George V concurred with
         the committee that new decorations did need to be instituted, the King decided they should be ‘brought out’ for his birthday.
         The London Gazette recorded on 3 June 1918, the King’s fifty-third birthday, that the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC), Distinguished Flying
         Medal (DFM), Air Force Cross (AFC) and Air Force Medal (AFM) had been instituted. However, it was not until 17 December 1918
         that the King signified his approval in writing, with a Royal Warrant instituting the four awards. Furthermore, it was not
         until 5 December 1919 that the warrant was published in the London Gazette.
     

      
      According to the new clauses, the DFC was to be awarded to the RAF and other services for ‘an act or acts of valour, courage
         or devotion to duty whilst flying in active operations against the enemy’. The decoration was originally awarded to officers
         of Britain and the Commonwealth. In the RAF, the award was initially made to commissioned officers and to warrant officers.
         During the Second World War, it was also awarded, among others, to Royal Artillery officers from the British Army who were
         serving on observation duties. Since the Second World War, the award has been made to Army and Royal Navy pilots. A Bar is
         added to the ribbon for holders of the DFC who receive further awards of the decoration. Since the DFM was discontinued in
         1993, the DFC has also been open to other ranks beyond officers and warrant officers. However, since 1993 the DFC is no longer
         eligible to personnel from other Commonwealth countries. The DFC was awarded to a woman for the first time in 2008: to Flight
         Lieutenant Michelle Goodman. During the Great War, around 1,100 DFCs were awarded. Furthermore, seventy first Bars were awarded
         and three second Bars. During the Second World War, some 20,354 DFCs were awarded (more than any other decoration of the conflict).
         In addition, there were approximately 1,550 first Bars and forty-six second Bars. Finally, there were 964 honorary awards
         to aircrew from non-Commonwealth countries.
     

      
      According to the 5 December 1919 Royal Warrant, the DFM was, like the DFC, awarded to the RAF and other services for ‘an act
         or acts of valour, courage or devotion to duty whilst flying in active operations against the enemy’. A Bar was added to the
         ribbon for holders of the DFM who received further awards of the decoration. The DFM was awarded to other ranks, rather than
         commissioned officers. However, as stated above, in 1993 the decoration was discontinued. During the First World War, approximately
         105 DFMs were awarded, and two first Bars. The Second World War saw 6,637 awards of the DFM, along with sixty first Bars.
         The only award of a DFM and second Bar was to Flight Sergeant Donald Kingaby in November 1941.
     

      
      According to the 5 December 1919 Royal Warrant, the AFC was initially awarded to officers and warrant officers of the UK’s
         Armed Forces, as well as personnel of other Commonwealth countries, for ‘an act or acts of valour, courage or devotion to
         duty whilst flying, though not in active operations against the enemy’. After the Second World War, this was extended to include
         Army and Royal Navy officers. A Bar is added to the ribbon for holders of the AFC who receive further awards of the decoration.
         The decoration, along with the AFM, can be compared with the George Cross (GC), in that it is awarded for courage not in the
         face of the enemy. Since the AFM was discontinued in 1993, the AFC has also been open to other ranks as well beyond officers
         and warrant officers. However, since 1993 the AFC is no longer eligible to personnel from other Commonwealth countries. Approximately
         680 AFCs were awarded during the Great War. During the Second World War, 2,001 decorations were awarded, with a further twenty-six
         first Bars. Wing Commander H. J. Wilson was awarded a unique second Bar in 1944 and a further fifty-eight honorary awards
         were made to the aircrew of non-Commonwealth countries.
     

      
      The AFM was initially awarded to personnel below commissioned rank of the UK’s Armed Forces, as well as personnel of other
         Commonwealth countries, for ‘an act or acts of valour, courage or devotion to duty whilst flying, though not in active operations
         against the enemy’. A Bar was added to the ribbon for holders of the AFM who received further awards of the decoration. As
         already stated, the AFM was discontinued in 1993.
     

      
      Back in August 1855, at the time of the Crimean War, Queen Victoria established a bravery award designated the Conspicuous
         Gallantry Medal (CGM), for petty officers and seamen of the Royal Navy, and non-commissioned officers and privates of the
         Royal Marines. As a result of the introduction of the VC, however, the CGM quickly fell into abeyance but, in July 1874, the
         Queen reinstituted the award to recognise acts of gallantry from the Ashantee War. In November 1942, George VI extended availability
         of the CGM to British and Commonwealth warrant officers and airmen ‘for acts of conspicuous gallantry whilst flying in active
         operations against the enemy’. A highly prized decoration, second only to the VC – and, indeed, occasionally granted on the back of a recommendation for a VC – the CGM for services in the air is extremely rare, a little over 100 having
         been awarded up until the reorganisation of the honours’ system in 1993, when it was discontinued.
     

      
      The creation of gallantry medals solely for airmen did not, of course, prevent an aircrew member from being awarded other
         gallantry medals, particularly those decorations that ranked higher than the DFC, DFM, AFC and AFM. Aircrew have always, for
         example, been eligible for the VC for acts of supreme bravery along with other gallantry awards that were felt, for whatever
         reasons, to be more appropriate than medals for gallantry in the air.
     

      
      Nineteen VCs were awarded to airmen for courage during the First World War and thirty-two VCs were awarded to airmen for gallantry
         during the Second World War. As air VCs have only, in practice, been awarded during the two world wars, this means that the
         total number of air VCs in existence is fifty-one. Of the fifty-one recipients of air VCs, twenty-five gave their lives during
         the action, or actions, which resulted in the award and six others were subsequently killed in (further) action. It is said
         that ‘old men make wars, but young men have to fight them’ and, if this is true, then the air VCs might be cited to back up
         the theory. Of the fifty-one airmen who received the VC, the oldest was thirty-four and the youngest just eighteen. All but
         six were in their early twenties and the average age was just twenty-four.
     

      




      
      
      2

      
      FIRST WORLD WAR VCS

      
      Even before the first powered flight by the Wright brothers in December 1903, the military had been using manned balloons for observation purposes. So no sooner had the first powered flight taken place
            than many people were keen to see how the early aircraft could be adapted for a military use. In Britain, the Royal Flying
            Corps (RFC) was created by a Royal Warrant on 13 April 1912 and it superseded the Air Battalion of the Royal Engineers. When war broke out in Europe in August 1914, the RFC was extremely small. It had fewer than 1,400 men, most of whom went to France along with seventy-three aircraft, ninety-five support vehicles and a small number of manned
            balloons. 
     

      
      After the outbreak of the war, aircraft were initially seen as having value for reconnaissance. Early in the conflict opposing
            pilots who saw each other in the air largely ignored one other and went about their respective reconnaissance duties. Soon,
            however, the more aggressive pilots started taking to the skies with revolvers, grenades, rifles and other weapons to fire
            or hurl at the enemy. Next, machine guns were converted for use in aeroplanes and by 1915 the number of aerial combats was escalating rapidly. By early 1916, aircraft were becoming more sophisticated and the RFC had a marked air of supremacy by the start of the Battle of the Somme
            in July of that year. It had 421 aircraft, fourteen balloon and four kite-balloon squadrons. 
     

      
      By the end of the war, aircraft were being used to bomb targets and for other offensive purposes. These included the strafing
            of enemy infantry and emplacements, and the bombing of German military airfields and the strategic bombing of German industrial
            and transportation facilities. The Sopwith Camel was the most successful fighter aircraft, having accounted for more than 3,000 opponents. The early pilots took great risks and did not even have parachutes to use if their aircraft failed or were shot
            down.
     

      
      On 1 April 1918, the RFC and Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) were amalgamated to form a new service: the Royal Air Force (RAF), which was controlled
            by a new Air Ministry. In the final few months of the war, aircraft were playing a crucial role in supporting the ground offensive.
            By the end of the war, military experts were convinced of the need for aerial power: by 1919, a year after the war ended, the RAF had 4,000 combat aircraft and 114,000 personnel. With the advent of aerial combat, a new breed of heroes emerged, nineteen of whom were awarded the Victoria Cross
            (VC) in the Great War.
     

      
      

         2ND LIEUTENANT (PROMOTED POSTHUMOUSLY TO LIEUTENANT) WILLIAM BARNARD RHODES-MOORHOUSE

         Royal Flying Corps (RFC)

         DECORATION: VICTORIA CROSS (VC)

         GAZETTED: 22 MAY 1915

      



      
      William Rhodes-Moorhouse was the first airman to be awarded the VC and few stories that lie behind Britain’s most prestigious
         gallantry medal can have been more moving. For not only had Rhodes-Moorhouse written a ‘first and final letter’ to his recently
         born son, but he had also written a late postscript to it in which he predicted his death on the day of his final flight –
         a perilous mission from which he knew he was highly unlikely to return.
     

      
      Rhodes-Moorhouse was born in London on 26 September 1887. His family were great adventurers: indeed, his grandfather, William
         Barnard Rhodes, became one of the first Englishmen to arrive in New Zealand in July 1836, having left his native Yorkshire.
         Rhodes, who was helped by his three brothers, amassed a fortune from farming and other business interests. This £750,000 – an enormous sum of money at the time – was eventually
         inherited by his half-Maori, adopted daughter, Mary Ann, after he died. She married a New Zealander, Edward Moorhouse, with
         whom she had four children, and their family was raised in England. Will, the couple’s eldest son and a robust boy with fair
         hair and green eyes, was educated at Harrow, where he developed a taste for speed and an interest in the workings of the internal
         combustion engine. After school, he went to Trinity College, Cambridge, but here he neglected his studies for his love of
         engineering and his passion for racing motorcycles and cars.
     

      
      By the time he was in his early twenties, Rhodes-Moorhouse was fascinated with the new sport of flying. He paid for flying
         lessons and became a pioneer airman, attracting large crowds when he flew from Huntingdon airfield, Cambridgeshire, at a time
         when a man in flight was still a sensational spectacle. With a friend, James Radley, he even produced a variation of the Blériot
         XI aircraft – the Radley-Moorhouse monoplane. He travelled to the USA in 1911, where he piloted a fifty-horsepower Gnome-engined
         Blériot to victory in numerous airspeed contests, thereby earning thousands of dollars in prize money. He continued to fly
         competitively on his return to Britain, ending his peacetime flying career with a record-breaking, cross-Channel flight in
         1912, which took place shortly after he married his wife, Linda, a school friend of his sister.
     

      
      When war was declared, he volunteered for the RFC even though he had not flown for two and a half years. With a shortage of
         experienced pilots on the Western Front, Rhodes-Moorhouse joined 2 Squadron at Merville, France, on 21 March 1915. His squadron
         flew the Farnborough-designed Blériot-Experimental (BE) 2a and 2b, which were sturdy aircraft but had a maximum speed of just
         seventy mph at ground level. Rhodes-Moorhouse began with some familiarisation sorties, but soon had his baptism of German
         anti-aircraft fire at 7,500 feet over Lille. His pilot’s logbook recorded that the top centre section of his aircraft was hit by a shell on 29 March.
         Four days later he wrote to his wife, describing the sound of anti-aircraft fire as ‘first a whistle, then a noise like a
         terrific cough’. Poor weather meant he had few flights in the first two weeks of April, but from 16 April he was performing
         numerous highly dangerous missions. During one ninety-five-minute reconnaissance, his aircraft’s wings and bracing wire were
         hit by shrapnel. His service did not go unnoticed by his superiors and he was recommended for promotion to substantive lieutenant.
     

      
      The Germans conducted their first gas attack on Allied troops on 22 April 1915, and for the next four days they took the initiative
         in battles in and around St Julien and Ypres. On 26 April, the RFC was ordered to bomb the enemy’s railway network to prevent
         reinforcements reaching the front lines. Rhodes-Moorhouse, who had been due some much-deserved leave, was sent to bomb the
         railway junction at Courtrai – one of three targets for four aircraft. He took off alone from Merville at 3.05 p.m., having
         been asked to drop his 100-lb bomb from just below cloud level. However, after making the thirty-two-mile flight, he dropped
         right down to 300 feet to ensure a direct hit. He was greeted with a volley of rifle and machine-gun fire, and when he was
         directly over the target a burst of machine-gun fire perforated his aircraft’s fuselage and smashed into his thigh. At the
         same time, fragments from his own bomb ripped through the wings and tailplane.
     

      
      Rhodes-Moorhouse, badly wounded and in great pain, had two options: land behind enemy lines, receive urgent medical attention
         and become a prisoner of war (PoW); or try to limp back to his home airbase with his aircraft and valuable intelligence. Choosing
         the latter option, he dropped a further 200 feet to gain some extra speed and again encountered heavy fire from the ground.
         This led to two further wounds to his hand and abdomen. Nevertheless, he steered the aircraft towards his base, crossing the
         Allied lines over some Indian troops who looked up in awe and later asked for details of his courageous sortie to be translated into Hindustani. Just three days later, the daily
         bulletin to the troops stated that Rhodes-Moorhouse’s mission had been a total success and ‘would appear worthy to be ranked
         among the most heroic stories of the world’s history’.
     

      
      At 4.12 p.m., eyewitnesses saw Rhodes-Moorhouse’s badly damaged aircraft approaching at a low height. He just cleared a hedge,
         switched off the engine and made a perfect landing. Two officers lifted him from the battered aircraft, which had ninety-five
         bullet and shrapnel holes. Rhodes-Moorhouse was taken to a nearby office, where he insisted on filing his report while his
         wounds were tended. He was then moved to a casualty clearing station in Merville, where it was discovered that a bullet had
         ripped his stomach to pieces. He was given painkillers but it soon became apparent that he was dying. Rhodes-Moorhouse showed
         his flight commander, Maurice Blake, a photograph of his wife and son, and asked him to write to them and his mother. He said
         that if he was awarded a Military Cross, it should go to his wife. After dozing briefly, he revealed: ‘It’s strange dying,
         Blake, old boy – unlike anything one has ever done before, like one’s first solo flight.’ Just after 1 p.m., he received Holy
         Communion and a note arrived informing him that he had been recommended for the Distinguished Service Order (DSO). At 2.25
         p.m. on 27 April, with a recently delivered letter from his wife resting on his pillow and his friend Blake at his side, Rhodes-Moorhouse
         died. He was twenty-seven.
     

      
      Back in Britain, he was instantly acclaimed as a hero. The Daily Mail noted: ‘Such endurance is enough to make all of us ashamed of ever again complaining of any pain whatever. He was one of
         those who have never “done their bit” till they have done the impossible.’ A squadron observer, Sholto Douglas, later Marshal
         of the RAF the 1st Baron Douglas of Kirtleside, wrote a letter of condolence to the pilot’s widow: ‘I do hope such courage
         will be recognised with a DSO although we all think a VC would be none too great a reward for such pluck and endurance.’ It was obviously helpful to have such powerful supporters, but it was Blake’s lobbying that secured the VC,
         and very swiftly: Rhodes-Moorhouse’s award, for ‘most conspicuous bravery’, was announced on 22 May 1915, less than a month
         after his death. At the time, General Sir John French, the British commander, said the pilot had been responsible for ‘the
         most important bomb dropped during the war so far’.
     

      
      Before his mission, Rhodes-Moorhouse had written several letters to his family, to be sent to them in the event of his death.
         One particularly touching one was to his four-month-old son Willie, in which he expressed his love and affection for his wife,
         with whom he stressed he had never had a ‘misunderstanding or quarrel’. He urged his son always to seek the advice of his
         mother and hoped he would be an engineer and obtain ‘a useful knowledge of machinery in all forms’. He also urged him to ‘keep
         up your position as a landowner and a gentleman’ (the family had acquired the sixteenth-century Parnham House and its estate
         near Beaminster, Dorset, before the war). Then, with an affectionate farewell, William Rhodes-Moorhouse signed what he described
         as his ‘first and last letter’ to his son. There was a poignant and astute postscript: ‘I am off on a trip from which I don’t
         expect to return but which I hope will shorten the War a bit. I shall probably be blown up by my own bomb or if not killed
         by rifle fire.’ Unusually for the times, but at his own request (and possibly because he came from a well-off family willing
         to contribute towards the cost), Rhodes-Moorhouse’s body was returned to Britain where he was given a funeral with full military
         honours.
     

      
      The footnote to this tragic story is that Rhodes-Moorhouse’s son went on to become a Battle of Britain pilot and actually
         served, from May 1940, at Merville, France, where his father had been killed in action twenty-five years earlier. After claiming
         twelve combat victories and being awarded the DFC, Willie Rhodes-Moorhouse’s Hurricane was shot down in a dogfight over Kent
         on 6 September 1940. The body of the young officer, who died aged twenty-five, was recovered and his ashes were later interred beside his father at the family’s Parnham estate.
     

      
      

         CAPTAIN JOHN AIDAN LIDDELL

         Army/Royal Flying Corps (RFC)

         DECORATIONS: MILITARY CROSS (MC) AND VICTORIA CROSS (VC)

         GAZETTED: 18 FEBRUARY 1915 AND 23 AUGUST 1915

      



      
      Aidan Liddell was born at Benwell Hall, Newcastle upon Tyne, on 3 August 1888. The eldest of four children born to a Justice
         of the Peace and his wife, Liddell was educated at Stonyhurst College, Lancashire, and Balliol College, Oxford. Scion of a
         wealthy Catholic family, he was a frail child and, at one point, his parents took him on a recuperative cruise to South Africa.
         At school, he earned the nickname ‘Oozy’ because he was always messing around with engines and chemicals. At Oxford, he took
         an honours degree in zoology, the only student to do so that year as it was a new subject. At just nineteen, and already with
         a passion for cars, Liddell was elected to the British Astronomical Association.
     

      
      Early in 1912 and ‘not wanting to be a slacker’, he joined the Special Reserve of Officers of the 3rd Battalion, Argyll and
         Sutherland Highlanders. The following year, he took up flying, a pastime still in its infancy and one fraught with danger.
         He was promoted to lieutenant in July 1914 and captain the next month, when hostilities began. In early September, while out
         in France with his regiment, he was twice put on burial duty, writing in a letter home that life was ‘nothing except noise
         and unpleasant smells and sights and jobs’. Matters did not improve: by mid-November he was noting in his diary that he had
         gone a month without a bath and seven weeks without a change of socks in the trenches, which had started to ‘flow like a river’
         because of the early winter rains. On 26 November, he reflected: ‘It’s a war with no glamour or glory . . . modern weapons
         are too deadly, and the whole art of war has been altered . . . to a very slow and tedious and also gruelling business.’ Yet he
         was a dedicated and brave soldier: one comrade told how Liddell had saved his life by helping him when he was wounded. His
         battalion was finally relieved on 11 December after he had spent forty-three consecutive days in the line. Two weeks later,
         he was present at the famous unofficial ceasefire on Christmas Day, writing to his old college: ‘Most of our men and officers,
         including myself, went out and met them half-way, where we exchanged smokes, newspapers, and various souvenirs for over an
         hour.’
     

      
      It was in January 1915, while on a week’s leave in England, that Liddell learnt he had been awarded the MC for his work with
         the regiment’s machine-gun section. His citation stated: ‘For services in connection with Operations in the Field.’ However,
         after rejoining the battalion, his frail health gave way and he was evacuated to England for a complete rest. After a period
         of recuperation, he obtained his Royal Aero Club Certificate and transferred to the RFC. Training at three British air bases
         followed, then he left for France on 23 July 1915 to join 7 Squadron at St Omer. He flew his first sortie on 29 July and his
         second, with 2nd Lieutenant Richard Peck as his observer, two days later. The men took off in an RE5 aircraft shortly before
         midday and arrived over Ostend at 5,000 feet. Heading for Bruges, they were suddenly fired upon from above by a German biplane.
         Peck returned fire with his Lewis gun, but then the RE5 lurched forward and rolled on to its back: one of the bursts of enemy
         fire had ripped through the side of the rear cockpit. Worse still, a bullet had hit Liddell’s right thigh, exposing the bone,
         and he had fallen unconscious with shock. The aircraft began to drop to the ground as all loose objects in the cockpit, including
         weapons and ammunition, whistled past Peck’s head. When the aircraft had fallen 3,000 feet, Liddell regained consciousness
         and righted it. However, the control wheel was half shot away and the throttle was shattered. Liddell, by then behind enemy lines, had a choice: he could either land and face inevitable capture and imprisonment or try to make
         it back to the Allied lines. He chose the latter option and scribbled a note to Peck saying that he intended to head for some
         sands west of Nieuport. Peck, though, indicated an Allied airfield near Furnes as a better option.
     

      
      For half an hour, in appalling pain from his injury, Liddell flew the aircraft to safety, holding the broken control wheel
         in one hand and operating the rudder cables with the other. When they reached La Panne airfield Liddell made his approach
         on full engine power because of the broken throttle, switching it off before touchdown. He made a perfect landing, then refused
         to allow a group of Belgian airmen to move him until a doctor arrived. While he was waiting, he tied a tourniquet to stem
         the flow of blood and made a makeshift splint, and when he was finally lifted from the battered aircraft he even managed a
         smile for an attendant photographer. Later, staff at La Panne hospital battled to save his left leg, but septicaemia set in
         and it was amputated.
     

      
      Liddell’s courageous deeds were well reported in Britain and he received many distinguished visitors while in hospital. On
         3 August 1915 – his twenty-seventh birthday – he wrote a typically optimistic letter to his mother, saying he was being ‘pampered’
         and ‘everyone seems very pleased with my progress’. He also quoted a letter he had received from a Major Hoare, praising his
         actions: ‘How you managed God only knows: but it was a magnificent effort . . . I cannot express to you the admiration we
         all have for you for what you did. You have set a standard for pluck and determination which may be equalled, but certainly
         will not be surpassed, during this War.’
     

      
      Sadly, Liddell’s cheerful optimism was misplaced. The blood poisoning had spread and, as his condition deteriorated, his mother
         was given permission to visit him. She managed to see him shortly before he died on 31 August. It was a month to the day after
         he had been wounded but he died in the knowledge that he had been awarded the VC, having been informed of this on 18 August. The award was officially announced on 23 August
         and the citation stated that his bravery had saved the life of his observer. It concluded with the words: ‘it would seem incredible
         that he could have accomplished his task’. After his death, the Argylls issued a statement expressing just how much he would
         be missed: ‘We all feel as if the light has gone out, the light of our Battalion. You see he was always bright. In snow, in
         muddy trench, or ante-room, he kept us laughing, and his influence will last . . . from the smallest drummer boy to the Colonel,
         this Battalion asks only to be given the chance to avenge Aidan’s death.’ More than 1,000 people wrote letters of condolence
         to his parents, among them Prince Alexander of Teck, the younger brother of Queen Mary, who praised Liddell for ‘playing the
         game to the end’. Liddell’s body was brought home on 3 September and the next day was interred in the Catholic section of
         Basingstoke Old Cemetery, Hampshire. Liddell’s VC was presented to his father by George V at Buckingham Palace on 16 November
         1916. By then Peck, his observer, had perished, too: he was killed on active service in Mesopotamia (now Iraq) on 10 March
         1916.
     

      
      

         LIEUTENANT (LATER CAPTAIN) WILLIAM LEEFE ROBINSON

         Army/Royal Flying Corps (RFC)

         DECORATION: VICTORIA CROSS (VC)

         GAZETTED: 5 SEPTEMBER 1916

      



      
      Billy Leefe Robinson acquired hero status after becoming the first airman to shoot down a German Zeppelin over the United
         Kingdom. Such was the acclaim for his achievement that, on a wave of public enthusiasm, he was awarded his VC in record time:
         little more than forty-eight hours after the event. Furthermore, he was the first man to be awarded a VC for an action in
         – or at least over – the United Kingdom.
     

      
      
      Leefe Robinson was born on his father’s coffee estate in Tollideta, South Coorg, India, on 14 July 1895. At school, he was
         never particularly academic but he was sporty. In December 1914, he was commissioned into the Worcestershire Regiment, and
         in March the following year he joined the RFC in France as an observer. However, he was invalided home after being wounded
         over Lille. By September, he had not only recovered but had qualified as a pilot and this led to postings to various Home
         Defence squadrons. In one letter home, he explained his passion for flying: ‘You have no idea how beautiful it is above the
         clouds . . . I love flying more and more every day, and the work is even more interesting than it was.’
     

      
      The Great War was the first conflict in which the civilians of Britain came face to face with indiscriminate death and destruction
         on a daily basis while the nation’s fighting men were absent at ‘the Front’. This was because of the German use of Zeppelin
         airships and Gotha bomber raids. Leefe Robinson had his first chance to shoot down one of these airships in April 1916, but
         failed to do so. However, on the night of 2/3 September, he was given another chance. He took off from Sutton’s Farm airfield
         in Essex in his BE2c 2963 aircraft at 11.08 p.m. on a routine ‘search and find’ operation. Leefe Robinson was accompanied
         by Lieutenant Fred Sowerby, his observer. Their first two hours, flying at 10,000 feet between the airfield and Joyce Green,
         were uneventful. However, at 1.10 a.m., he caught sight of a Zeppelin in two searchlight beams over Woolwich, south-east London.
         He set off in pursuit but lost it in the thick cloud.
     

      
      Searchlights over Finsbury in north London had also spotted the airship – one of sixteen sent from Germany that night on a
         mass raid – and anti-aircraft guns opened fire on the Schütte-Lanz SL11. By this point, Leefe Robinson was desperately short
         of fuel but he gave chase and was joined, in another aircraft, by Lieutenants Mackay and Hunt. Tracer fire from the ground
         lit up the night sky but the airship unloaded its bombs, which enabled it to gain height. As Leefe Robinson closed in, he emptied two drums of ammunition into the airship, but it flew on
         unhindered: it seemed impregnable. He broke off but then made another attack from astern, firing his last drum into the airship’s
         twin rudders. First, a reddish glow appeared inside the airship, then, moments later, it burst into flames. Thousands of Londoners
         looked up and cheered as the Zeppelin plunged from the sky.
     

      
      Leefe Robinson landed back at Sutton’s Farm at 2.45 a.m. after a gruelling patrol of three and a half hours. He was lifted
         shoulder high to the edge of the airfield but, despite being exhausted and numb with cold, was then ordered to write his report.
         His fitters were alarmed to see that part of the aircraft’s central top wing and machine-gun wire guard had been shot away.
         After finishing his report, Leefe Robinson collapsed on his bed and fell asleep. As he slept, the ecstatic scenes of ‘Zepp
         Sunday’ were already under way all over London.
     

      
      Leefe Robinson’s exploits quickly made the headlines. For many people, it was the finest moment in the war so far. Photographs
         of the heroic pilot appeared in newspapers and magazines and he became an instantly recognised figure all over the country.
         He also received many honours and rewards, but his most cherished moment came when he was invited to Windsor Castle, where
         George V presented him with his VC on the same day that the sixteen crew members from the airship he shot down were buried.
         His VC had been gazetted just two days after his actions and he was presented with his decoration a mere three days after
         that. On the day his award was announced, the Evening News had bills all over London proclaiming: ‘The Zepp: VC for airman’. Leefe Robinson was delightfully modest about his courage,
         telling well-wishers: ‘I only did my job.’
     

      
      In a letter to his parents dated 22 October 1916, Leefe Robinson reflected upon his fame and told how he had shot down the
         Zeppelin.
     

      
      
      

         When the colossal thing actually burst into flames of course it was a glorious sight – wonderful! It literally lit up all
            the sky around and me as well of course – I saw my machine as in the fire light – and sat still half dazed staring at the
            wonderful sight before me, not realising to the least degree the wonderful thing that had happened!
        

         My feelings? Can I describe my feelings? I hardly know how I felt as I watched the huge mass gradually turn on end, and –
            as it seemed to me – slowly sink, one glowing, blazing mass – I gradually realised what I had done and grew wild with excitement
            . . . As I daresay you have seen in the papers – babies, flowers and hats have been named after me also poems and prose have
            been dedicated to me – oh, it’s too much! I am recognised wherever I go about Town now, whether in uniform or mufti – the
            city police salute me, the waiters, hall porters and pages of hotels and restaurants bow and scrape – visitors turn round
            and stare – oh it’s too thick!’
        

      



      
      Leefe Robinson’s good looks, fame and riches – including well over £4,000 in donations from well-wishers – also meant he was
         hotly pursued by young women. He was sent to France as a flight commander shortly after being awarded the VC, and in early
         1917, while leading six of the new Bristol fighters, encountered Manfred von Richthofen leading a flight of five Albatros
         fighters. The short, fierce battle that followed led to four of the Bristols being shot down, including Leefe Robinson’s.
         When he was taken prisoner, the Germans quickly realised who he was and made his life all the harder for it. After trying
         to escape four times in as many months, he was court-martialled and sentenced to a month in solitary confinement. Later, he
         was taken to the notorious Holzminden prisoner-of-war camp, in Lower Saxony. There he was one of the youngest and most brutalised
         prisoners – particularly after he briefly escaped – and his health suffered.
     

      
      On 14 December 1918, following the end of the war, Leefe Robinson was returned from captivity but by then he was desperately weak. Subsequently he contracted influenza (during these times, illnesses such as this killed many servicemen
         who survived the fighting), his health deteriorated and he became delirious, reliving the horrors of his time in captivity.
         On New Year’s Eve, Leefe Robinson – one of the greatest heroes of the war – died, aged twenty-three. He is buried at the cemetery
         extension to All Saints churchyard in Harrow Weald, northwest London. Even today his name continues to be commemorated: in
         April 2010, to celebrate the 100th anniversary of the Great Northern Route extension that connects Grange Park to Cuffley,
         the First Capital Connect rail company named a Class 313 train Captain William Leefe Robinson VC.
     

      
      

         SERGEANT THOMAS MOTTERSHEAD

         Royal Flying Corps (RFC)

         DECORATIONS: DISTINGUISHED CONDUCT MEDAL (DCM) AND VICTORIA CROSS (VC)

         GAZETTED: 14 NOVEMBER 1916 AND 12 FEBRUARY 1917

      



      
      Thomas Mottershead earned the distinction of being the only non-commissioned officer (NCO) to be awarded the VC for aerial
         operations during the Great War. However, eventually succumbing to the serious wounds he received in battle, Mottershead never
         knew that he was to be honoured with Britain and the Commonwealth’s supreme decoration for valour.
     

      
      Mottershead was born in Widnes, Lancashire, on 17 January 1892. He was educated first at Simms Cross Council School in Widnes
         and, later, at Widnes Technical School. For the next three years, he studied engineering in which he received several qualifications.
         Both sporty and religious, he was apprenticed after leaving school as a fitter and turner. By studying in his spare time,
         Mottershead became a member of the Amalgamated Society of Engineers and was employed by Camell Lairds in Birkenhead. He married
         his childhood sweetheart, Lilian Bree, on 10 February 1914 and the following year the couple had a son, Sydney Thomas. With his additional responsibilities, Mottershead travelled south and took a temporary job as a motor
         mechanic at a garage in Andover, Hampshire. Along with a friend, also from Widnes, he travelled to Portsmouth hoping to get
         a job in the naval dockyard but it was not long before the First World War broke out. With his friend, Frank Moore, Mottershead
         enlisted in the RFC on 10 August 1914. By then, an air mechanic 2nd class, Mottershead’s first posting was to the Central
         Flying School, RAF Upavon, Wiltshire, where his wife and son joined him that September.
     

      
      Mottershead was bright, eager and a quick learner: after three promotions he achieved the rank of sergeant on 1 April 1916
         and his ambition to become a pilot came a step closer when he was accepted for training, starting his instruction in May 1916.
         His expert technical knowledge helped him become an excellent pilot and he quickly achieved the necessary qualifications.
         After a month of duties as a flying instructor, Mottershead was posted to France, along with three other NCOs, on 4 July.
         On 6 July, he reported to 25 Squadron at Auchel for operational duties. The squadron, a fighter/reconnaissance unit, was equipped
         with FE2b and FE2d two-seat ‘pusher’ aircraft (in which the propeller faces to the rear) and their duties were varied, including
         carrying out bombing sorties. The first Battle of the Somme was just a week old and the squadron saw action virtually every
         day. After being given an experienced observer-gunner and just two local flights to familiarise himself with the terrain,
         Mottershead was given an operational sortie. From his first mission, he showed great courage, carrying out a low-level bombing
         attack at 1,000 feet that destroyed a troublesome German anti-aircraft battery.
     

      
      On 22 September 1916, Mottershead again showed immense bravery after being detailed to bomb the railway station at Samain.
         Initially, he dived to 1,500 feet to bomb and destroy an ammunition train, before flying low over another train and raking
         it with machine-gun fire. However, as he climbed away, his aircraft was attacked from behind by a Fokker Scout. Using all his manoeuvring skills, Mottershead eventually outfought
         the enemy aircraft and shot it down. For this action, he was awarded the DCM on 14 November 1916.
     

      
      After being promoted to flight sergeant, Mottershead was posted to 20 Squadron, another FE unit and which was based at Clairmarais.
         For the next five months, he was on almost continual operational service but he was given two weeks’ leave over Christmas
         1916 which he spent with his family. He even found time to visit his former school and give pupils a talk on his work in France,
         before returning to 20 Squadron early in 1917. On 7 January 1917, Mottershead was the pilot of one of two FEs that were ordered
         to carry out a fighter patrol over Ploegsteert Wood, Belgium. When his aircraft was found to be unserviceable, he transferred
         to a reserve FE2d but he and his observer soon caught up with their fellow aircrew. No sooner had they got to the area above
         the wood than they were attacked by two Albatros Scouts. After becoming separated, the other crew managed to shoot down one
         Albatros. However, the second Albatros manoeuvred itself on to the tail of Mottershead’s aircraft and opened fire at point-blank
         range. Bullets ruptured the petrol tank and the aircraft, which had a plywood fuse-lage, burst into flames. Mottershead’s
         observer, Lieutenant W. E. Gower, grabbed a fire extinguisher and tried to keep the flames from his pilot, but to little avail.
         Mottershead flew the stricken aircraft over the first line of Allied trenches and made for safe ground to the rear. Rather
         than make an immediate crash-landing, which would have endangered his observer’s life, Mottershead circled a fairly flat field
         and headed his FE, by then trailing flames and smoke, into the wind in an attempt at a safer landing. However, as soon as
         the aircraft hit the ground, the undercarriage collapsed and the nose dug into the mud. Gower was thrown clear, suffering
         only cuts, bruises and shock, but Mottershead was pinned in his cockpit, with the engine close to crushing him and with blazing
         wreckage all around him.
     

      
      
      Gower helped nearby soldiers to extricate the pilot from the burning wreckage. Despite dreadful burns to his back, hands and
         legs, Mottershead was able to speak to his rescuers, remaining cheerful and uncomplaining as he was taken for emergency medical
         treatment. For the next five days, surgeons desperately tried to save the pilot’s life but Mottershead died on 12 January
         1917, five days short of his twenty-fourth birthday. The next day he was buried, with full military honours, at Ballieu cemetery
         where every available man from his squadron paid his final respects. A day after the funeral, Captain G. J. Mahoney-Jones,
         the squadron’s temporary commander, wrote to Mottershead’s widow saying ‘as we lifted the wreath and Union Jack from the coffin
         and laid it on the ground, we sorrowfully knew that we had laid to rest one of the bravest men who had ever fallen in war’.
     

      
      On 12 February 1917, it was announced that Mottershead had been awarded a posthumous VC. His citation detailed how he had
         ‘showed the most conspicuous presence of mind in the careful selection of a landing place, and his wonderful endurance and
         fortitude undoubtedly saved the life of his observer’. Gower was awarded the Military Cross (MC) for his bravery during the
         same incident. Mottershead’s VC was presented to his widow by George V at an investiture in London’s Hyde Park on 2 June 1917.
     

      
      Furthermore, the town of Widnes started an appeal fund to provide for his widow and child and its residents gave generously
         to ‘the wife and little son who, in life, were the Sergeant’s special affections’. Nearly £1,000 – a small fortune in those
         days – was raised for the Mayor of Widnes Memorial Fund to Thomas Mottershead but, due to an administrative mix-up, the money
         never reached them. In fact, it was nearly half a century later that a diligent civil servant discovered the fund in council
         records. It was used to endow the Mottershead Scholarship at Widnes Technical College: a belated, but splendid, tribute to
         its former pupil. A street in Widnes – Mottershead Road – is also named in honour of this courageous, good-natured Lancashire lad who sacrificed his own life to save that of a comrade
         and friend.
     

      
      

         2ND LIEUTENANT (LATER MAJOR) EDWARD MANNOCK

         Army/Royal Flying Corps (RFC)/RAF

         DECORATIONS: MILITARY CROSS (MC) AND BAR, DISTINGUISHED SERVICE ORDER (DSO) AND TWO BARS AND VICTORIA CROSS (VC)

         GAZETTED: 17 SEPTEMBER 1917, 7 MARCH 1918, 3 AUGUST 1918, 16 SEPTEMBER 1918, 16 SEPTEMBER 1918 AND 18 JULY 1919

      



      
      Edward ‘Mick’ Mannock was the highest scoring and most highly decorated British pilot of the First World War. He transformed
         himself from someone who initially came across as an arrogant and brash individual into one of the greatest legends in RAF
         history.
     

      
      Mannock was born in Brighton, Sussex, on 24 May 1887, one of five children fathered by a tough Irishman who was a corporal
         in the 2nd Dragoons, Royal Scots Greys. As a child, Mannock was bright and an avid reader, but he suffered from a severe astigmatism
         in his left eye. Incredibly, given his later achievements as a pilot, he was virtually blind in this eye for the remainder
         of his life. His family was poor and so, after a brief education at St Thomas’ School in Canterbury, Kent, until he was thirteen,
         he ended his education after his father abandoned the family. Mannock undertook a series of menial jobs before both he and
         his brother, Patrick, worked for the National Telephone Company.
     

      
      Mannock was twenty-seven and working as a labourer in Turkey at the time the Great War broke out. When Turkey entered the
         war on Germany’s side, he and some other British workers were imprisoned. In jail, he sang patriotic British songs, only to receive regular beatings from the Turkish guards for his perceived impertinence. When he tried to escape, he was put
         in solitary confinement and his health deteriorated – he had dysentery and suppurating sores – but eventually the American
         Consulate secured his release. Back in Britain, Mannock was initially listed as ‘unfit for military duties’ although at the
         same time he was obsessed with ‘destroying Germans’. In July 1915, he re-enlisted in the Territorial unit of the Royal Army
         Medical Corps (RAMC), which he had first joined after leaving school. However, some of the requirements of the job – one of
         which was a duty to treat enemy prisoners – troubled him. For, after his experiences in the Turkish prison, he had no compassion
         for the Central Powers or their soldiers. On 1 April 1916, Mannock was commissioned as a 2nd lieutenant in the Royal Engineers.
         Then, a chance meeting with an old friend led to a discussion about flying and, in August 1916, 2nd Lieutenant Mannock transferred
         to the Number One School of Military Aeronautics at Reading, where he qualified as a pilot.
     

      
      Posted to France in April 1917, he joined his first operational unit, 40 Squadron, at Treizennes. Unfortunately, he created
         a bad first impression among the squadron as a ‘boorish know-all’, and his first sortie, when he was badly shaken by anti-aircraft
         fire, reinforced this view. However, opinions soon started to change when, through brilliant flying, he pulled his damaged
         Nieuport Scout (a single-seater French fighter) out of a ‘terminal’ dive. On 7 May, he claimed his first success when he and
         five others shot down a kite balloon – a manned, gas-filled balloon used for reconnaissance – five miles behind German lines.
         On 25 May and 1 June 1917, he was convinced he had enemy ‘kills’, but he decided to bide his time until he could make a claim
         that was unquestionable. He did not have long to wait: the following week he sent an Albatros D.III crashing to earth from
         13,000 feet.
     

      
      On 17 September 1917, Mannock was awarded the MC when his citation stated: ‘In the course of many combats he has driven off a large number of enemy machines, and has forced down three balloons, showing a very fine offensive spirit and great fearlessness
         in attacking the enemy at close range and low altitudes under heavy fire from the ground.’ The very next month, Mannock was
         awarded a Bar to his MC. His citation stated: ‘He has destroyed several hostile machines and driven others down out of control.
         On one occasion he attacked a formation of five enemy machines single-handed and shot one down out of control. On another
         occasion, while engaged with an enemy machine, he was attacked by two others, one of which he forced to the ground. He has
         consistently shown great courage and initiative.’ Furthermore, Mannock was becoming a better team player, too: during one
         sortie he protected a promising young pilot, Lieutenant George McElroy. ‘McIrish’, as Mannock christened him, went on to become
         the tenth highest scoring pilot of the war, with forty-six victories.
     

      
      Mannock had his last day with 40 Squadron on 1 January 1918, when he recorded his twenty-first official ‘kill’. He next served,
         from March 1918, with 74 (Tiger) Squadron, flying to France on 30 March. In May, he was reduced to tears by the death of his
         protégé, Lieutenant Dolan, his wails of grief continuing long into the night. Afterwards, his comrades noticed a new bloodlust,
         but he never let it cloud his judgement in the air and his number of ‘kills’ rapidly escalated. He carried out a series of
         brilliant manoeuvres against his opponents: one ‘kill’ was described by Ira Jones, a fellow pilot, as ‘a remarkable exhibition
         of cruel, calculated Hun-strafing’. However, amid all the success he remained a realist, never taking off without his revolver:
         ‘to finish myself off as soon as I see the first sign of flames’.
     

      
      In May 1918, he learned he had been awarded the DSO – a bestowal that was formally announced on 16 September. A Bar to his
         DSO followed – again it was not formally announced in the London Gazette until 16 September. On 21 June 1918, Mannock was promoted to major and chosen to succeed Major ‘Billy’ Bishop in command of 85 Squadron. However, a close friend noticed that his nerves seemed to be frayed as he left Britain
         for his new posting: ‘He was in no condition to return to France, but in those days such things were not taken into consideration.’
         On 24 July, Mannock told his friend Ira Jones by telephone: ‘I’ve caught up with Bishop’s score now – seventy-two [including
         unofficial ‘kills’].’ Around 5 a.m. three days later, Mannock, flying with Lieutenant Donald Inglis, made his final ‘kill’
         above Lestremme. Disregarding his own strict rule, he then made a couple of low passes over the wreckage, leading the inexperienced
         Inglis into a storm of small-gun fire from the German trenches. As they zig-zagged away from the scene, Inglis noticed a small
         bluish flame on his major’s engine cowling. Then the left wing of Mannock’s aircraft fell away and he plunged into a death
         spin. Inglis, showered in petrol from his own punctured fuel tank, made a crash-landing shortly afterwards. After being pulled
         from his battered aircraft, he announced: ‘They killed him, the bastards killed my major. They killed Mick.’ Mannock was dead
         at the age of thirty-one.
     

      
      It later emerged that his body had been thrown out of the aircraft – or he had jumped clear. Mannock may even have fulfilled
         his pledge to shoot himself at the first sign of flames. He was buried in an unmarked grave by a German soldier, who also
         returned Mannock’s identity discs, notebooks and other personal effects. Mannock had, meanwhile, been awarded his third DSO
         but this and his two earlier awards were gazetted after his death. The citation for his second Bar, announced on 3 August
         1918, stated: ‘This officer has now accounted for 48 enemy machines. His success is due to wonderful shooting and a determination
         to get to close quarters; to attain this he displays most skilful leadership and unfailing courage. These characteristics
         were markedly shown on a recent occasion when he attacked six hostile scouts, three of which he brought down. Later on the
         same day he attacked a two-seater, which crashed into a tree.’
     

      
      
      After the war, it was decided that Mannock’s incredible and prolonged courage had not still been fully recognised. After much
         lobbying, largely by those who had served under him, the London Gazette announced his VC on 18 July 1919, nearly a year after his death. It recognised fifty official ‘kills’ but concentrated on
         his achievements in June and July 1918, concluding: ‘This highly distinguished officer, during the whole of his career in
         the Royal Air Force, was an outstanding example of fearless courage, remarkable skill, devotion to duty and self-sacrifice,
         which has never been surpassed.’ Edward Mannock, the recipient’s wayward father, was presented with his son’s VC by George
         V in the same month.
     

      
      

         LIEUTENANT (LATER FLIGHT LIEUTENANT)
ALAN JERRARD

         Army/Royal Flying Corps (RFC)/RAF

         DECORATION: VICTORIA CROSS (VC)

         GAZETTED: 1 MAY 1918

      



      
      Alan Jerrard was known affectionately as the ‘Pyjama VC’ and he had the distinction of being the only air VC during the prolonged
         war on the Italian Front. Furthermore, he was the only Sopwith Camel fighter pilot to be awarded the VC: by the end of the
         Great War, the Sopwith Camel was as well known to the British public as the Spitfire was during the Second World War.
     

      
      Jerrard was born in Lewisham, south London, on 3 December 1897. He was educated at Bishop Vesey’s Grammar School in Sutton
         Coldfield, West Midlands, where his father was headmaster. Later Jerrard attended Oundle School in Northamptonshire and Birmingham
         University. However, after only a matter of months at university, he volunteered to join the Army. On 2 January 1916, Jerrard
         was commissioned as a 2nd lieutenant into the South Staffordshire Regiment but he spent only a matter of months as an infantry
         subaltern before applying to be transferred to the RFC. At the time, Britain was short of pilots and training was quick: having reported for
         initial training on 23 September 1916, he was posted to RAF Narborough, Leicestershire, on 5 December, where he fell ill as
         the unit was preparing for operations in France. Once fit again, he graduated as a RFC pilot on 14 June 1917. He showed above-average
         abilities in his further training and, on 2 July, he was promoted to lieutenant. Jerrard was then notified of his first operational
         posting and arrived at 19 Squadron, based at Liettres, France, on 24 July.
     

      
      Jerrard’s first operational patrol on 29 July ended ignominiously when, after failing to see the enemy, he lost contact with
         his formation and had to land at St Omer. His second operational patrol on 5 August was somewhat more eventful. Still inexperienced,
         he again lost contact with his formation and flew low to get his bearings. When he came across a large convoy of German transport
         vehicles, he raked the convoy with his machine-gun fire, causing several vehicles to burst into flames. After climbing to
         10,000 feet through fog and low cloud, his engine cut out and he was forced to crash-land his Spad A8830 into a railway embankment
         near St Marie Cappel. Allied troops reached him and dug him out of the wreckage but Jerrard had suffered serious injuries,
         including a badly broken jaw and nose. After being invalided back to England, he was eventually declared fit for operational
         flying once again. On 22 February 1918, Jerrard arrived with his new unit, 66 Squadron, which was based in Italy. Just five
         days later, he claimed an enemy Berg single-seat Scout as shot down and out of control. Over the next month, he had more successes,
         shooting down an enemy observation balloon, claiming a pair of Berg Scouts (one of which crashed, the other damaged) and,
         finally, shooting down an Albatros Scout that also crashed.
     

      
      On 30 March, Jerrard and two other pilots, one experienced, the other a novice, were given a sortie in three Sopwith Camels.
         There are some discrepancies over exactly who did what next but essentially they found themselves in a massive dogfight with at least nineteen enemy aircraft. According to the British
         pilots (and their account was disputed by their Austro-Hungarian opponents), Jerrard shot down three enemy aircraft and the
         other two pilots shot down a further three between them. Jerrard also launched a courageous attack, flying as low as fifty
         feet, on an enemy aerodrome, successfully shooting up aircraft as they tried to take off. Jerrard only retreated when ordered
         to do so by his patrol leader and he was then pursued by five enemy aircraft. However, by then wounded and with his aircraft
         damaged, he crash-landed west of Mansue aerodrome, where he was captured and later interrogated by the enemy. A combat report
         led to Jerrard being recommended for the VC and his award was announced on 1 May 1918, while he was still a prisoner of war
         (PoW). His citation described his dogfight and ended: ‘Although apparently wounded, this very gallant officer turned repeatedly,
         and attacked single-handed the pursuing machines, until he was eventually overwhelmed by numbers and driven to the ground.
         Lt. Jerrard had greatly distinguished himself on four previous occasions, within a period of twenty-three days, in destroying
         enemy machines, displaying bravery and ability of the very highest order.’
     

      
      Although the precise facts of the mission were unclear, one thing was certain: when Jerrard was captured he was wearing only
         his pyjamas beneath his bulky flying overalls. On the morning of 30 March, the weather had been unsuitable for flying and
         Jerrard thought he had been stood down for the day. When he was suddenly ordered to action, he had been asleep and had to
         dress rapidly, therefore pulling on his overalls over his pyjamas. Jerrard’s chivalrous captors had sympathy for his predicament
         as a pyjama-clad prisoner and arranged for a note to be dropped behind Allied lines, requesting various items to be air-dropped
         for him. 66 Squadron arranged for two such packages for the twenty-year-old prisoner, containing everything from his military
         uniform to cigarettes and other clothing. Jerrard remained a PoW at Salzburg until the end of the war, when he was repatriated back to England.
     

      
      Jerrard chose to stay in the RAF and, after his investiture at Buckingham Palace on 5 April 1919, he served with the RAF Murmansk
         detachment in Russia. He rose to the rank of flight lieutenant but, due to ill health, retired from the service in 1933. Jerrard
         died at a nursing home in Lyme Regis, Dorset, on 14 May 1968, aged seventy. Three days later he was buried with full military
         honours.
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