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This book is dedicated to all who have served
and are at present serving with the Royal Air Force,
and in particular those who gave their lives.




An Eighteenth-Century Prophecy

The time will come, when thou shalt lift thine eyes
To watch a long-drawn battle in the skies.
While aged peasants, too amazed for words,
Stare at the flying fleets of wondrous birds.

England, so long mistress of the sea,
Where winds and waves caress her sovereignty
Her ancient triumphs yet on high shall bear,
And reign, the sovereign of the conquered air.

Translated from Luna Habitabilis
by Thomas Gray (1716–71)
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PART ONE
THE EARLY YEARS 1918–1939





1
THE RFC AND AN INDEPENDENT AIR FORCE

The first British air force, the Royal Flying Corps, was created in 1912 with a Naval Wing, a Military Wing and a Central Flying School. Inevitably perhaps, the concept of an air arm for both naval and military purposes withered and died between the Admiralty and the War Office and in 1914 Britain went to war with the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) and a separate Royal Flying Corps (RFC) which belonged to the Army. Most of the Great War was fought with no central direction, little coordination and great rivalry between the two air arms. The government finally took action in late 1917. The Air Force Bill created the Air Ministry in January 1918 and, on 1 April 1918, the Royal Naval Air Service and the Royal Flying Corps were amalgamated to form the Royal Air Force.

The RAF thus became the world’s first independent air service. It inherited the aggressive and inspiring traditions of airmanship forged in battle by the RNAS and RFC: from mid-1916 to the Armistice, 7,054 enemy aircraft had been claimed destroyed, 6,942 tons of bombs had been dropped and ten-and-a-half million rounds of ammunition fired at ground targets during 900,000 operational flying hours. It had also produced several ‘aces’ who had become household names – Ball, Mannock, McCudden and Leefe Robinson.

A mighty weapon by the time of the Armistice, the RAF had 188 operational squadrons, 199 training squadrons, 12 squadrons with the Navy and 291,000 personnel. But air power, in terms of the capabilities of the day, was still seen as a tactical adjunct of the Navy or Army and the fledgling RAF had to struggle to remain independent. By 1920 post-war reductions and Treasury constraints had cut the RAF to 25 operational, 11 training and 5 naval squadrons, and 28,300 personnel. Indeed, for a spell in 1920 the fighter defence of the United Kingdom was a single squadron of Sopwith Snipes.

Sir Hugh Trenchard, reappointed Chief of the Air Staff in 1919, nevertheless laid down foundations on which to build a major new service: the RAF College at Cranwell (1920), the Aircraft Apprentice School at Halton, Buckinghamshire (1920), the Air Staff College at Andover (1922), and the reserve Auxiliary Air Force (1924).

Ironically, the government’s demands for economy helped ensure the RAF’s independent survival. A few squadrons of aircraft could ‘police’ the troublesome corners of the Empire far more cheaply than scores of battalions of troops. Dissidents would face deterrence, intimidation and, if necessary, swift retribution from the air rather than from military expeditions. In particular, in the mandate of Iraq (formerly Mesopotamia) the RAF took over operational responsibility from the Army in late 1922, deploying eight squadrons. By 1925, the RAF’s independent survival was probably assured. (However, the RAF at sea was renamed the Fleet Air Arm in 1924 and transferred to the Royal Navy in 1937. The Admiralty also coveted coastal patrol and maritime aircraft but the RAF retained what became Coastal Command.)

Aerial policing of the Empire was one assertion of the RAF’s independence. In a way, so was the first of the famous RAF Pageants at Hendon in 1920. More significantly, the concept of strategic bombing, which became the RAF’s central purpose in the next war, was developing.

By 1927 the RAF at home had twelve fighter squadrons using aircraft not much advanced from those of 1918. Government parsimony in defence stemmed from its belief that there would be ten years of noticeable threat before any new multi-nation European war – which in the event was true enough.

In Iraq in 1924, a Turkish-inspired ‘jihad’ was subdued by bombing and a Turkish Army incursion was halted by air attack. There were intense if intermittent operations between 1925 and 1932, with rebels and raiders warned off by leaflet or, later, by airborne loudspeaker, or bombed or strafed. Troops were transported and supplied, and casualties evacuated, by air. The RAF presence remained when Iraq became self-governing in 1932 and five squadrons were still there when war broke out in 1939.

Throughout the period between the wars, the handful of squadrons in India were involved in operations of varying intensity on the North-West Frontier. Notable incidents included: an RAF Handley Page V/1500’s six-hour flight to bomb the Afghan capital, Kabul, during the 1919 Third Afghan War; the airlift from Kabul to India in 1928 to evacuate 586 people of various nationalities from an Afghan conflict; intensive operations against the Fakir of Ipi’s rising in 1927; and dispersing a Pathan invasion of Afghanistan in 1938.

By 1930 the RAF had 57 operational squadrons, 22 of them overseas, plus nine squadrons of the Auxiliary Air Force. Its latest fighter, the Hawker Fury biplane, could just top 200mph. By mid-1934, however, German rearmament had provoked major expansion plans for the RAF. The fighters planned for 1937–38 would include fast, eight-gun monoplanes with enclosed cockpits and retractable undercarriages, the Hurricane and Spitfire – which drew upon the technological advances of the Schneider Trophy racing seaplanes of 1931. The best of the new monoplane bombers, the Wellington and Hampden, would manage close on 250mph. Four-engined ‘heavies’ would follow.

The RAF was reorganised in 1936 into a new Command structure: Training, Bomber, Coastal and Fighter Commands, with Air Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding as commander-in-chief of the latter. A new RAF Volunteer Reserve of trained aircrew was formed. The air defence of Britain was replanned, giving crucial importance to the new radar and for the first time government expenditure on the RAF exceeded that on the Army.

Private Phyllis Chambers, RFC

Before I joined the Royal Flying Corps in 1915, when I was twenty-one, I worked in a munitions factory in Birmingham. We got good money on munitions and, because I worked nights, I got even more.

My mother and father were dead. My mother died when I was fifteen months and my father died when he was forty-five, so I didn’t know either of them. My aunt and uncle brought me up, and they were monied people. I don’t know what they did; in those days when you were a child you had to be seen and not heard. I’d never met any of my family, but my brother, who lived in Grantham, asked me to come and live with him.

Of course I had to work for my living, so I went to the Labour Exchange to see if they had any clerical work. They said, with my education I could do well in the Royal Flying Corps. I talked it over with my sister-in-law and she thought it the best thing I could do.

They sent me to Harlaxton and gave me a uniform which wasn’t measured, it just fitted where it touched and went down to our ankles. First they sent me to the pay office, and then I went to be clerk to a Captain. He was a very nice man, very quiet, he just told me what to do and that was that.

To get to Harlaxton from Grantham we had to go by lorry and they picked us up at the same place every day. We had to climb on the wheel and over the side of the lorry. The New Zealand troops who were in Grantham at the time used to congregate at the corner wanting to see a bit of leg! But they were a very decent bunch of men, they were very young. We used to go to the dances with them and dance the military two-step, the Lancers and waltzes. They used to write in my autograph book, decent things of course.

Then the Captain was called to the front. He said he would like to give me a little present, and he gave me a fountain pen. Then he asked me if I would like a little flight. He said we’d have to keep it a secret, or he’d get into trouble. So I said, ‘Yes, I’m game enough.’ We went up in this little plane, I don’t know what type it was but the boys had to swing the propeller and push the plane along until it connected. It was an open cockpit, the sky was coming down and the earth was coming upwards. We only just went round the airfield at Harlaxton which wasn’t very far, but it was far enough for me. I was glad to get out.

After that I was sent to Cranwell to work in an office. They used to phone from down south to tell me how many planes had gone over Germany, and then later to say how many had come back. It was so distressing to hear how many had gone over and how few had come back. They used to keep the casualty list very quiet. I didn’t like that part of the job. Then I went on the telephone exchange.

At Cranwell we had wooden huts which had an old stove. There was no such thing as a ‘perm’ in those days, so we would warm up the poker in the fire to curl our hair. We had two uniforms which we had to keep very clean and tidy. I’d often cycle into Grantham and stay with my sister-in-law for the day and she would wash my uniform. We had stockings issued and one pair of shoes which we had to keep for a long time. The hat was a peaked cap, but we also had a round hat. The Sergeant-Major used to call you something if you hadn’t got the strap in the right place on your chin. We never had gloves unless we provided our own so we often used to buy khaki or blue wool and knit them.

The food was bad, a lot of us couldn’t eat it, so when we got paid, we’d catch the steam train into Sleaford and eat a meal. Then we had to get the train back or walk, because if we didn’t get back by nine o’clock we were in trouble.

But we were always laughing over something. There were three of us who went everywhere together. In those days all the girls had boy’s names. I was Billy; my special friends were Mickey and Teddy.

We used to have dances where the officers mixed with the girls. Then of course, some of the officers started to go out with the girls, so it was given out that girls were not to be seen with officers in uniform. I was going out with an officer at the time, so I phoned him to tell him I wouldn’t be allowed to see him on Sunday. But he borrowed his batman’s suit and we went to his cottage. His batman was supposed to be on weekend leave, but he came back unexpectedly and there we were having tea when he walked in!

We kept in touch for a long time and then he was called to the front. I had several letters and then they suddenly stopped, so I presume he’d been killed. I never heard from him again.

They had the NS11 airship at Cranwell and we got to know all the boys. When it went off we waved farewell and shouted good luck. Unfortunately, it got struck by lightning over the North Sea. We all went into mourning for them, we were so sorry.

But we had funny moments as well. When the Duke of York (later King George VI) visited we all wanted to sleep in the bed that he had vacated. The other silly thing was pay day. When I was in the pay office I used to sit at a table with an officer and a Sergeant. The girls used to step forward when their name was called, pick up their money, take a step backwards, salute and go. When it came to my turn, I had to get up from the table, walk round, stand in front of the officer, pick up my money, salute and then go back round the table to get the money ready for the next girl!

But towards the end of the war things were a bit easier. We went on the back of motorbikes. We’d wrap our skirts round us and sit on the back. The men used to lend us goggles and we’d sit with our arms around their waists. I used to cycle a lot too in those days. Instead of going to bed after working nights, I used to go out into the country cycling. A lot of the girls used to go swimming, but I’d got into a canal once when I was twelve and drank dirty water and I’ve hated water ever since. I won’t drink it, even now.

I did get across to France before the war was over, but the Germans advanced so I was sent back. A lot of girls served in France and I lost two friends out there.

In 1918 General Trenchard got us all together and said, ‘I want to do away with the Royal Flying Corps, but we must have a Royal Air Force.’ The uniform changed to blue. I think he could see the Second World War coming up, especially at the end. He was a very nice man and sympathised with the girls saying that he hoped the Air Force wouldn’t lose us, as they needed us as much as the men.

I did get engaged to a young pilot, I knew him for a couple of years. He was killed in the last months of the war. He was Scottish – Alexander MacDonald – and lovely.

We had a big dance on Armistice Day and all the officers came including the women officers, too. They usually used to stand and watch, but that night they all joined in.

It was sad as well, because now I would be on my own.

Captain Gwilym Lewis, RFC

When the First World War broke out, I was at Marlborough School. I didn’t do particularly well, but I was rather good at rugger, and played for the House whilst I was still a fag.

When I reached my eighteenth birthday, with the help of my father I got a commission in the Northampton Regiment. My father knew the old chap who commanded it, and it sounds silly, but it was quite hard to get into a regiment. I was there for about two or three weeks and I found it too much like hard work. They used to go in for long walks for days on end, carrying packs and everything, which was very tiring. So I went to the Colonel and said that I wanted to fly. Well he was frightfully angry. I suppose he saw me as a promising young subaltern. However, I applied for a transfer to the Royal Flying Corps and was interviewed by a Major Warner. He said, ‘I’m sorry, young fellow, but we don’t have any openings now.’ He saw how disappointed I was and advised me to go to a civilian flying school to get my ticket (flying certificate).

I went to my father and said, ‘I want to go flying.’ He said, ‘That’s very silly, son.’ And I said, ‘You haven’t heard the whole story, it’s going to knock you back a hundred quid.’ I think he felt he had rather a tiresome family, but he gave me the money.

I got my ticket and joined the RFC. On 3 January I went to Farnborough which was a bloody good station. Then I was moved off to Central Flying School at Upavon where I got my wings on 23 April. I had quite an experience there in a de Havilland 2 (D.H.2). I got into a spin at 3,000 feet; I tried everything all the way down. Fortunately, there was a hollow in the ground which gave me another 20 feet, and somehow I got control.

I then joined 32 Squadron as their youngest pilot and we flew over to France in D.H.2s and were sent down to the middle of 2nd Army front. We then got a shout to move down to the Somme early in July and a jolly good move it was too, because we had been there quite a time and had got settled and comfortable. Trenchard came out to meet us. ‘I hear great things about you,’ he said, ‘but you will have to fight jolly hard, jolly hard.’ That same day, our Commanding Officer, Lionel Rees, got his VC.

I wrote home to my parents and said I don’t know what will happen, but I certainly won’t run away from a Hun. I was perfectly certain of that. We had been out in France just a short time, and I was doing a line patrol. That’s to say I was flying up and down the line without going over it. The sky was pretty empty in those days and I could see in the distance another aircraft coming along at the same level. I assumed it was one of our own, but in case he wasn’t I got between him and the lines. I felt an absolute novice – couldn’t fly the machine very well. Suddenly I saw his markings as he came nearer and my heart jumped into my mouth. He was a two-seater, a very effective two-seater fighter. The gunner was sitting up behind looking backwards with his gun ready – I could see his goggles and all his details. So I let him have a good burst; and he didn’t fire back. Then he turned and I was after him again and put another burst into him. He turned under me and dived for home, so I thought I’ve won, I’ve won, I’ve sent him home! I felt very pleased with myself. But when I got back to the squadron, Rees wasn’t at all pleased. He told me I had fired at much too long a range and had missed a chance.

The big day of that autumn period was 15 September 1916, when Haig launched a major offensive south-west of Bapaume and our tanks went into battle for the first time. It was an incredible sight. We were going to win the war! All the Infantry chaps were moving. They were actually cheering the tanks, because the Huns didn’t know what to do. We certainly saw that no German aircraft were going to interfere with them. We were up in the air as soon as we could fill our tanks with petrol. We dominated the skies – the Infantry the ground. But it was all so short-lived. The casualties were terrible. I don’t know how they stood it.

Later that month we had a particularly exciting offensive patrol. I was well above the rest when a Roland passed right over me. I couldn’t see his crosses until he was right over, then I could see the observer looking over the side with his gun pointing straight down at me. I went as white as a ghost, but for some reason he forgot to fire. I sat there watching him, when I suddenly caught sight of a BE12 fighting for his life with two Huns. I dived down to 4,000 feet and to my horror saw three other Huns coming down too. I had to fight for my life, I don’t think I was ever quite so frightened. I got close up behind the Roland and emptied a drum into it, and he went down in a spin. I put another drum on in a desperate hurry, but a bullet jammed. I soon got over that but as I looked around I saw another fellow on my tail. I did a hurried turn on a wing tip and gave him a drum and he went down. We had scared the Huns off, we’d done very well and we all waved to each other. Those dogfights were wildly exciting, but towards the end of 1916 I was beginning to get tired. I was longing to go home. I went down with an attack of appendicitis and was taken back to England. While I was recovering I received a letter from one of my ground crew which really summed up the affection they had for both pilot and plane.

32 Squadron, RFC, Christmas Eve, 1916.

Dear Sir

Really I don’t know how to thank you for your great kindness in writing to us as you did. Medals and decorations have little chance of finding their way to the rank and file of the RFC, but personally I am quite content if the war brings me nothing more than your letter. It will be my most treasured ‘souvenir’ of ‘The Great War’. We are all very, very sorry indeed to lose you – nowadays good pilots are few and far between – and the news that you are making a good recovery from your regrettable illness is very acceptable to us all. We hope you will soon be able to show them how flying should be done in England, for if the efforts of the new pilots we are getting out now be any criterion, I’m very much afraid flying is only a lost art there now! I came out with No. 32 and so I think I am entitled to pass an opinion on it; my opinion is, sir, that it reached its zenith about September 1916, and it is now a wash-out. Within the last week we have lost three machines, not in service but in school flying. Poor old 32!

Since you left us, sir, everything has been one big mix-up. Lieutenant Corbett took over ‘7888’; he was a game pilot and a gallant gentleman, but inexperienced. Within a week he crashed her. Exit ‘7888’. I wonder if inanimate objects have feelings; did she miss the master-touch that had controlled her for so long? Who can say? He got another machine, did a few flights in it and went over the line – never to return! Captain Nicholas, Lieutenants Coleman, King and he went on a patrol – King flying a ‘B’ Flight bus – and encountered a strong Hun patrol. King had bad engine trouble – ‘B’ Flight again – and was out of the running all the time, and the last that was seen of Lieutenant Corbett was his bus diving hell for leather, with Hun on his tail. I do not know whether he lives yet or not; if not, he is one more good man lost. Captain Henty followed you to hospital very soon, and is ‘struck-off’. Lieutenant Hunt took over his place as Flight Commander of ‘B’ Flight – and lasted a week! He had an arrangement of double guns – two guns instead of one – on his bus, and on his first trip over he failed to return. Isn’t war a hellish business?

Mechanics are human beings, very human sometimes, and it is awful for them to see these men, good and true gentlemen in the true sense of the word, going off with a ‘Cheerio’, never to return. My nerve was as steady as a rock until I saw Lieutenant Bentley killed at Vert Galand – I held him down in his death agony – and since then it hasn’t been worth a damn. Lieutenant King, Captain Jones and Lieutenant Maremontemboult have all had crashes since you left (‘Monty’ as he was affectionately called, smashing his sixth bus, and incidentally being struck off, wounded). Just to give you an idea of the type of pilots we are getting; one day this week four pilots in ‘A’ Flight pulled out a machine and put a new pilot in it. He was perfectly game, although he had never flown a de Havilland before. He did a few circuits and missed the aerodrome twice in landing. He must have lost his head completely then, for he landed with the wind, and crashed. ‘B’ Flight wrecked another today, on the aerodrome. It is sad. Lieutenant Coleman is posted to Home Establishment and left us at the beginning of the week. I believe Captain Nicholas follows suit in a few weeks’ time. What will become of us then?

So much for the officers and machines, now a word or two as to the men. Sergeant Saunders went to hospital and I have taken his place in the workshops. One of the flight men went to hospital with some mysterious disease – rumour says ‘spotted fever’ – anyway, the remainder of the men who slept in his billet, including Jackson and Davidson, were at once isolated. Within a week Jackson and Falconer, the carpenter, followed suit, and are now struck off. I called Davidson to the window of his hut and told him of your letter. He wishes me to thank you for him, and asks if you still have a certain negative which was exposed at Vert Galand. We would dearly like a memento of ‘7888’. I don’t think there is much more to tell, sir; I only hope that I have not wearied you with this rambling epistle. The boys all join me in wishing you the very best of luck, and we will keep our eyes on the Honours Lists, for you cannot hide your light under a bushel for ever.

Yours obediently
(Corporal) Chas Wm Dalton

On 26 December 1916, my father’s birthday, my elder brother Edmund, who was a pilot in 24 Squadron, was killed. He had been with the Army in the Dardanelles and had joined the RFC later. He was not an experienced pilot when he took on five two-seaters in his D.H.2. It was a great blow to my whole family. I don’t think my father ever really recovered from his death.

In September I was given the command of an SE5 flight, training pilots for France and in December I was posted back to France, as a Flight Commander in 40 Squadron. One of the other Flight Commanders was Mick Mannock.

I was very conscious how overseas squadrons disliked anyone coming over to the mainland and starting any bullshit. So I kept quiet: too quiet. So Mannock nicknamed me ‘Noisy’. It wasn’t until Christmas that I made a noise. Mick was very musical and played the violin. He was of course a hero when I arrived and had already seventeen Huns to his name. There was a great deal of Irish in him, that came from his father. But his father – he never spoke of him. I think Mick was probably very introverted. He was a slow starter, I think he had to get his guts going. That was the thing about my flying friends, how much I never knew about them. I thought I knew them inside out, I did in the air – but never knew their background.

Mick was often visited by McCudden and they would talk over tactics; finding new ways. Mick was a brilliant leader of a patrol and McCudden was particularly marvellous at shooting down two-seaters.

One flight always remains in my mind because the Huns moved their circus on to our front. I was to escort six D.H.4s to bomb an airfield at dawn. I should have had five SE5s, but three of them never got started, so I was down to three. Well the three of us wasn’t enough, because I didn’t know whether the D.H.4s would fight or not. Well, anyway, we were over the lines in good time but it wasn’t long before I realised that we were escorted by Huns from below. But fortunately we reached our target and the D.H.4s dropped their bombs and started to climb. The Huns turned and tried to cut us off. They were looking up at us and we were looking down at them. I saw the D.H.4s across the line, then I thought it was a shame that these Huns had had all this flying and nothing to show for it. So I turned back and dived on the leader of their patrol, who was a bright red chap. And, boy, did he get irritated being attacked in front of all his chaps! He didn’t like it at all. He came bang back at me – so I attacked him and then he came back at me again. This went on for some time, because neither of us could get a shot in. Then he turned away. By now one of my chums had pulled out and I was keen to join him.

The next thing I knew when I looked around was seeing my number 2, Herbert, fighting this green and white striped fellow. Then this red chap came along too. I was very upset because I thought I had really had enough, but I had to get in and get Herbert out of the mess he was in. I succeeded in doing that. He got some bullets through his aircraft but eventually we got free. It was a very exciting encounter. Like most exciting encounters, there was no result. But I don’t know who that red boy was.

Shortly after that I went home on leave and on my return found that the Commanding Officer, Tilney, had been killed, so for three or four days I commanded the squadron. When the RFC became the RAF on 1 April 1918, we had transferred to us from the Royal Naval Air Service, Major Dallas, who’d already had forty victories. Splendid chap, Australian – lots of guts. When we hadn’t seen the Hun for a while he went over on his own to one of their aerodromes and dropped an old pair of boots on them with a label attached which said ‘Officers, for the use of. You must be wearing out your boots, we haven’t seen you in the air, so here’s some more boots for you.’ To add salt to their wounds, when they came out to pick them up, he dropped bombs on them! He came back laughing. We loved him.

I suppose he was too good for this world, because on 1 June we lost him – shot down while taking on three Triplanes. He was only with us a few weeks, but we got to know each other awfully well.

The Huns lost Richthofen, their ace, in April. He had eighty victories, but in my opinion he had no sense of chivalry, he wasn’t attractive, he was just a killer, unlike Boelcke, who got one or two of the chaps from our squadron. He was polite. If he forced them down, he made sure they were all right when they got there.

On 25 July 1918 I heard I had been awarded a DFC and given command of a squadron at the Central Flying School. That great fighting Irishman, George McElroy, told me that he thought my departure was a bad sign. But I was tired, and happy to go home with my thirteen victories and my medal. On my final day we had a farewell lunch and Mick Mannock came over from the Ypres Salient with two of his Flight Commanders, which was a great compliment. At lunch Mick Mannock took McElroy to one side, they were good friends, and said to him, ‘I understand, Mac, that you’re following the Hun down to the deck. Stop it, don’t do it, they will get you.’ Six days later Mick was killed by ground fire following down a two-seater which he had hit. They had kept him out too long; he had lost his judgement. He had recorded seventy-four victories. Five days later George McElroy was shot down.

Flight Lieutenant Colin Falconer

I suppose I really got bitten by the RAF – it was the Royal Flying Corps in those days – when we used to go and stay with friends during school holidays in a place called Maybole, near Turnberry, in Scotland. They had a very good tennis court, and some of the RFC officers used to come and play tennis in the afternoon. That was really when I got bitten.

I started off at Cranwell in 1920. We were the first two-year lot of cadets. There were also some midshipmen and sub-lieutenants, who’d transferred over to the RAF, but we were really the first two-year intake. Later I got the first Sword of Honour there. Winston Churchill presented it, and Sir Hugh Trenchard was there.

From Cranwell I was posted to 14 Squadron in Palestine. I was out there with them from 1922 until 1928. First we were at Ramleh, and then we transferred in 1926 to Amman in Trans-Jordan. It was a very interesting place to be. I tried to fly around the Holy Land with a Bible, but got completely lost!

In Ramleh we were using First World War aircraft, Bristol Fighters. At Amman we moved on to D.H.9As. That was a delightful aeroplane, a real old gentleman’s aircraft.

It was not an eventful life, for the most part. The only thing that happened of real interest, as far as I was concerned, was that I got wounded in 1924. Ibn Saud and the Wahabis had decided that they didn’t like King Abdullah any longer. Ibn Saud sent a raiding party on camels up to Amman, and they were scattered by armoured cars. But there was a shortage of aircraft, and they called on us at Ramleh for a flight to help them out. So we spent the whole afternoon chasing the Wahabis away from Amman. And I got hit! I remember seeing two men up on a camel, and one hanging on by the tail. And one of them was a jolly good shot, because he had a crack at me, and the bullet broke one of the hinges on the elevator, went straight on through my arm, through the cockpit, and out through the engine cowling. My air-gunner produced a very oily handkerchief, which I think he’d been cleaning plugs with, and asked whether he could tie my wound up with that. I said ‘no’. We got back safely without crashing, but I was bleeding hard.

In the early days at Ramleh we used to send a flight around various villages and black-tented camps, where the Arabs had their sort of parties. But it was purely a showpiece. So apart from those very few sorties over the villages the RAF didn’t do a great deal. We had to go around to inspect landing-grounds, and check up that the petrol hadn’t been stolen by the Arabs; and there was a certain amount of co-operation with the Palestine Gendarmerie.

There was some very good flying. Messages were picked up in a most interesting way. The Arab soldiers would stand with their backs to us, holding the message up on their lances while we flew over and plucked them off with the pick-up hook – not always an easy trick.

The Palestine Gendarmerie was spread all over Palestine, a company or so in each place near a landing-ground, and we used to go round to visit them and drop their letters and anything that they wanted. Once I had a fortnight’s tour south of Palestine, looking for landing-grounds. That was all on camels, escorted by a nice lot of Palestine Gendarmerie.

We thoroughly enjoyed the life, it was a very nice climate there. We had an Officers’ Club in Sarafand. Once a week there was a dance. The families were living in quarters which had been condemned by the Army in 1914. I met my wife when she was four, when her father was posted to Palestine HQ. I knew him quite well. I didn’t meet her again until she was an Air Force widow already with a little boy, and within six weeks we were married. My future wife’s family had been the first children to arrive, but once they were out there, quite a lot of other families came out as well.

The countryside in Palestine was very beautiful. All around Sarafand there were lovely orange groves and almond groves. It was very hot in the summer. It was very beautiful looking down on this country whilst flying, but you tended to see the scenery once and then you took it for granted.

After Ramleh I was posted to Amman. I was out there for a long time because I kept on volunteering. I had a horse there, though in Amman there was no hunting, just exercising.

We did the first single-engine night flight from Amman to Baghdad. The leader of our three was Flight Lieutenant Wigglesworth, who later went very high in the Air Force.

Once in Amman we were sent to rescue a Spanish fellow who was trying to fly around the world. He was following the track from Baghdad to Ziza, and he ran out of petrol. Instead of sitting by the aeroplane, he went walking. And of course we had to search for a couple of days to find him. He was alive and very angry. He didn’t like being found.

Another task the squadron had there was to fly Peake Pasha, the GOC of the Trans-Jordan Army. He was with Lawrence in the Arab uprising, and we used to take him down to places like Aqaba. In fact I took him to one of the railway stations which he’d blown up. He went straight to one place and cleared away some sand, and there was a box of ammunition, which must have been there for ten years. It looked brand new.

I came home in 1928, and did a course at the Central Flying School. From there I was posted to 2 FTS, at Digby, to take over the D.H.9A flight. Later I formed 608 Auxiliary Air Force, North Riding Squadron, North Yorkshire, and was there until 1934.

From there I thought I would have a little rest from instructing for a short time. I put in for overseas, and got posted to No. 1 Armoured Car Company in Iraq. But I wasn’t with them very long, because I was made PA to the AOC. He liked flying, so there weren’t many places that we didn’t land and go and visit. There was nothing much doing in Iraq then, there was no trouble. We had the Royal Exodus Hunt two days a week, that was splendid. You could also go pig-sticking, all of which I enjoyed very much indeed. And it wasn’t expensive, because with two horses, a syce to look after them, and fodder, it came to something between ten and fifteen pounds a month on your mess bill. Not too bad at all. It was a very interesting posting. From there I went to No. 5 FTS as chief flying instructor.

I never dreamed there would be another war, not at that time. In 1939 I took over No. 142 Squadron and we landed in France the day before war was declared. In fact we heard Chamberlain declare war on the aircraft wireless set the next day. I served all the way through, though: the Western Desert, Italy and finally finished up AOC, Northern Ireland, taking over from my wife’s father. My brother-in-law, Paddy Forsythe, was to fly with Bomber Command, and his son, Dick, commands a helicopter squadron at Middle Wallop.

Sergeant Bob Lucy

I joined the Aircraft Apprentices Wing at Cranwell in 1924 when I was nearly sixteen years old. It was a three-year course and we spent two years at Cranwell in No. 4 Wing and the third year at Halton. 1 Wing and 2 Wing were at Halton and 3 Wing, composed of people who were being trained as wireless operators, electricians and instrument makers, was based at Flowerdown in Hampshire. After two years they closed down the apprentices’ wing at Cranwell and moved us to Halton as they had built a new barracks there for No. 4 Wing where I completed the final year of my training.

At the end of my training I was one of six who were finally selected for a cadetship at Cranwell College. I had to go to the Air Ministry for a medical examination before I could qualify for pilot training. I was graded temporarily unfit on the first visit, so I came back to Halton and after a fortnight I went up again; I was temporarily unfit again, and then a third time. The Air Force doctor at Halton said that as far as he was concerned I was fit, so he got four doctors to examine me. They all declared I was fit, so I went up to the medical board again, and of the four doctors there, three agreed I was fit and one was doubtful. I was sent for by the President of the Board, who said he had to turn me down on the grounds that I might crash and cripple myself, and then the Air Force would have to pay me a pension for the rest of my life. They compensated by making me a Corporal.

After a three-month course I passed out and joined the men’s service. I went to Henlow, into the Engine Repair Section. Two months later, because I had been trained on the Jupiter VIII engine at Cranwell/Halton, I was made Corporal-in-Charge of a group of officers from the Engineer Officers’ course, which trained officers to be engineers who had previously been pilots. I knew the Jupiter VIII inside out, and I had to instruct the officers on it. We had to take it to pieces, overhaul it, clean it, measure it up, and put it back together again.

Afterwards, as some sort of compensation, one of the officers on the engineers’ course taught me to fly. So I did learn to fly, but never officially, and that was the end of it!

I was posted to the Cambridge University Air Squadron to assist in some research supercharging of aero-engines but I asked to be excused because I didn’t want to be so far away from my girlfriend – now my wife. I put forward the name of a friend of mine who wanted to go. He was accepted and I was excused. Three months later they sent me to India! It was 1928, and I was nineteen. I went over there for five years, until 1933.

I was posted first to Kohat, on the North-West Frontier. I was the fitter for the Station Commander’s own special aircraft, a DH9A; I looked after the engine and a Corporal rigger looked after the airframe. After I had been there about three months I asked to become an air-gunner, but I had to be in the squadron to do that. A switch was arranged with another Corporal and I joined ‘B’ Flight, 60 Squadron as a gunner.

We used to patrol up and down the valleys. The Frontier was really controlled by the Army but I think it had been decided that the Air Force would probably deal with the problems faster, and certainly more cheaply in terms of human life, because the Army had to march all over the place and had to deal with things from the ground whereas we could deal with it from the air.

There were many different tribes and they always seemed to fight a lot amongst themselves. There was always a lot of trouble up on the Frontier. These tribes used to pinch each other’s cattle, women, chattels and so on, and a lot of them revolted against the government. About once a year the political agents used to hold a Durbar with all the tribal chiefs and mullahs, trying to spread the gospel and keep the peace. Very often they failed, and then we would wade in and help to separate the tribes. They were threatened with bombing first. The political agents used to go up to their villages and let them know what the position was, and if they didn’t obey, they would be warned that on a certain date at a certain time aircraft would come over and bomb their crops. They warned them to get out of the villages and then we bombed the crops.

The pilot was in the front and the air-gunner in the back. The gunner had to lie on the floor, and the bombsight was attached to a bracket in a hole in the floor. You looked at the target through the floor and lined it up with the wires on the bombsight. You gave the directions through a speaking tube to the pilot! It was very crude. To drop a bomb you had a little cable with a ring on the end and you pulled the cable and released the bomb. We would drop them at anything up to ten thousand feet: it seems a fairly safe distance, but we were flying up valleys and these fellows used to get into the hills and fire down on to us sometimes. They very quickly learned the art of deflection; they were firing in front of the aircraft. Several times aircraft came back with bullet holes in them.

The tribesmen used Martini rifles but they’d do anything to get hold of a .303 Lee Enfield rifle which they used to copy. They were very clever like that. They used to get hold of the ammunition as well. On occasion we came under fire, usually just sporadic rifle fire. At one time they had a cannon which they used to fire at the aircraft, but it finally blew up.

I only remember two occasions when we were actively bombing; it might last for a month, die down, and then blow up again, over a period of about three to four months.

There were no casualties as a result of gunfire in our squadron, but we had the odd crashed aircraft. We used to carry what we called a Ransom Chit. That was a chit written in about twelve different dialects and it said that, if you returned this person to the Indian government alive, you would be given 10,000 rupees – a lot of money to them. The tribes had a nasty sort of ritual that entailed cutting off an enemy’s testicles and stuffing them in his mouth. That was why we all had to carry these chits. We called them the ‘gooley chits’.

Once, when flying, I got taken by tribesmen. Every week at Miranshah, a fort on the border of Afghanistan, a vehicle was sent back to base at Kohat, about 120 miles away, a good long day’s journey on those roads. We used to bring back the airmen’s pay, the mail, which all came from England by sea, and any spare parts for aircraft that were wanted. Once when I was in charge of the vehicle, we had left Banu and halfway along the road we broke down. Natives came up from the valley, towards us. We didn’t quite know what to do, because I’d got about 1,000 rupees on me for airmen’s pay. However they were friendly, took us back to the village and sent a runner up to Miranshah to let the Station know what had happened. They gave us bedding and entertainment for the night, too.

I first saw T. E. Lawrence when I was at Cranwell in 1926. My friend Jack Bonner had a motorbike with a side-car which I used to sit in. Every Saturday we used to take it down to Cranwell village to have a cup of tea and a teacake out of the five bob we’d been paid the day before. One day on the way down we were doing a steady 30mph, when an airman on a very, very large motorbicycle came up, rode alongside us, chatted across to Jock, then waved, and off he went. When we got into the café Jock said to me, ‘You know who that was, do you?’ I said, ‘No, I don’t’. So he said, ‘Well you should, that was Lawrence of Arabia’. I was amazed. Apparently at some point, he’d lived in the same village as Jock. That was the first time I saw him.

When I got to Kohat I heard that Lawrence, or Aircraftsman Shaw as he was then, was at Miranshah. When it was our turn to do a stint up at Miranshah for a couple of months he was there as a storekeeper. He was his own man. Nobody knew him well, he was that sort of fellow. At the time it was said he was engaged in his spare time doing a translation of the Odyssey. They gave him dispensation not to sleep in the barrack rooms and put a bunk in the wireless hut for him. The wireless hut was situated away from the domestic quarters and was manned by Corporal Easton. Lawrence used to come to our mess for his meals, but he always went to the wireless hut to carry out his private work and to sleep. Occasionally he came into the barrack rooms, but not very often. He might just wander in of an evening and sit and talk with us, but very seldom.

I remember him telling us how he once got caught when he was sitting somewhere disguised as an Arab: he brushed a fly off his nose and one of the Arabs noticed it. He had to make a very rapid exit because natives never, never brush a fly off their nose. I remember him saying that.

I used to call at the stores now and again when Lawrence was the storekeeper and he was always very civil. Everyone respected him.

Leading Aircraftman Harold Andrews

From 1924 to 1927 I was an Engineering and Aircraft apprentice at the RAF School of Technical Training at Halton. We apprentices were known as ‘Trenchard Brats’ after Sir Hugh (later Lord) Trenchard who instituted the Aircraft Apprenticeship Scheme. He was enthusiastic about Halton and the Scheme. When the war came, the ground crews were virtually all ex-aircraft apprentices and they were the technical spine of the RAF.

The course I was on was a three-year engineering one with different specialisations such as riggers, electricians, and armourers, and I was an aero-engine fitter. I was in the fourth entry at Halton, each of which comprised six hundred apprentices. As well as the technical training, there was an academic branch to the school. We worked on half-assembled old aircraft and mock-ups to gain practical experience. At Halton aerodrome I experienced my first flight as a passenger in a Bristol Fighter and was pretty sick due to the aerobatics carried out by the pilot. For most of the first six-weeks’ training at Halton I was working on a lump of cast-iron with a hammer and chisel. I had, together with the other apprentices, to chisel this into a hexagon and then file it up until it was smooth and absolutely precise. Then we had to make a female hexagon to slide over the male hexagon, in all twelve aspects.

We were only allowed one-thousandth of an inch error. We used to hold it and, if you could see any light between the two, it meant it was over one-thousandth of an inch. This was a very salutary baptism in the use of metal-working tools. The first few days produced many bruised hands and fingers.

We also worked in the workshops learning about internal combustion engines; we even had an engine from an old motorcycle. Here we learned all about petrol engines, four- and two-stroke cycles, and their design, servicing and repairs.

In 1927, at the end of my three years’ apprenticeship, I passed out as an Aircraftman First Class (AC1); and was posted as an aero-engine fitter to 56 Fighter Squadron at Biggin Hill. This was a famous squadron that had contained the two First World War VCs, McCudden and Ball. The squadron was equipped with Gloster Grebes, and there was also a night-flying flight containing Vickers Vimys. With others, I used to man the flare path for them, which was cold work.

While I was at Biggin Hill we had a parachute display session given by an instructor from Henlow Parachute School. He attempted the world record delayed opening drop from 6,500 feet. He jumped backwards off the wings of a Vimy and we saw him coming down and down. We said to each other, ‘Why doesn’t he open his parachute? Why doesn’t he open his parachute?’ When he got about a hundred feet from the ground it suddenly opened, but it was too late to stop him from crashing on the road, right in front of a poor old chap on a motorbike. He was in a thick canvas Sidcot Suit which kept him together as he was just a lump of jelly inside. We had all volunteered for a parachute drop, but further practice drops were cancelled for the day.

The squadron moved from Biggin Hill to North Weald where we were re-equipped with Armstrong Whitworth Siskin IIIAs and with supercharged Jaguar engines. I was sent on a supercharger course at Henlow, where I learned about balancing a fan at high speed both dynamically and aero-dynamically. When we had balanced the fan it was taken up to the Sergeant instructor for inspection. One day I went up to him and said, ‘OK, Sarge, I think this is near enough.’ He said, ‘Near enough? It’s got to be perfect, go back and get it right.’ So I went back and put it right and then went back and said, ‘OK, Sarge, it’s all right now, it’s absolutely perfect.’ He said, ‘OK, that’s good enough.’

While at North Weald in 1929, I was posted to the RAF High Speed Flight. It had been in existence for some while and had gained the Schneider Trophy for Britain, in the 1927 competition in Italy. Flight Lieutenant Webster had come first in that competition in a Supermarine S5 with a 900hp Napier Lion VIIA engine; and Flight Lieutenant Worsley came second also in a Supermarine S5. After this race the High Speed Flight was disbanded but reformed for the 1929 competition when the United Kingdom was the host nation.

The High Speed Flight was made up of the best airframe riggers and aero-engine fitters from each of the fighter squadrons, and so it was quite an honour to be chosen. The race was to be held at Calshot in September 1929. In the original line-up the competitors included the Americans, French and Italians, but one by one they fell by the wayside. Only the Italians and us took part in the competition. We were looking after and servicing the aircraft, washing them down and refuelling them. We had to wear goggles and masks when refuelling with an exotic benzole, methanol and acetone mixture, which used to take all the paint off the floats. The 1929 race was won by Flying Officer Waghorn in a Supermarine S6 with a 1900hp Rolls-Royce ‘R’ engine; the Italian Warrant Officer, Dal Molin, came second in an Italian Macchi M.52R.

After the race we went back to our home unit, at RAF Marine Aircraft Experimental Station, Felixstowe. We spent the winter and the next year (1930) there. We had about half a dozen practice aircraft including a Fairey Flycatcher and the Gloster IVs. The pilots practised and we kept the planes serviced and prepared. We were conscious, having won the Schneider Trophy twice, that a third victory would lead to the UK holding the trophy permanently.

So in May 1931 we went down to Calshot to prepare for the race, which was to be held on 13 September. There was considerable concern about the financing of the competition. Ramsay MacDonald’s government was not prepared to finance the British team and so private sponsorship was required. Lady Houston, the widow of the shipping magnate, Lord Houston, was approached and she agreed to put up the money. The Flight was commanded by Squadron Leader Orlebar with a new team of pilots including Flight Lieutenants Boothman, Long, Stainforth, Brinton and Hope. The total strength of the Flight was now between forty and fifty people. Ultimately the race was something of an anticlimax as no other country arrived to compete with the British team.

Yet there were considerable crowds to watch the British team take its ‘fly-over’. The course was similar to the previous race consisting of seven laps of fifty kilometres. I was working on a pontoon used for launching the aircraft at sea and sometimes from the slipways of the Calshot Spit. We had had problems with one of the Rolls-Royce engines of the Supermarine S6B when white metal was found in one of the filters. All the Rolls-Royce engineers in the area for the race were called in and they changed the complete cylinder block of one engine. The white metal was due to piston scuffing on the cylinders.

At Calshot I came across Aircraftman Shaw, also known as Lawrence of Arabia. He was staying aboard Lady Houston’s yacht. I met him outside the hangars where the pilots had been changing. He said to me, ‘Do you know, Andrews? I’ve just seen a naked man.’ He had a rather wry smile on his face.

I got more experience of flying in the run-up to the 1931 race. It was our practice on the Flight to have another aircraft shadow the main race aircraft. I used to go up with Flight Lieutenant Long and we did some pretty tight turns. It was common for pilots to black out when going through their practice runs, some of them for considerable periods of time, which was a bit unsettling for their passengers!

The day of the race was like a public holiday. The race itself was a fly-over and Flight Lieutenant Boothman secured the trophy permanently for Britain in a Supermarine S6B by recording a speed of 340.08mph. We had a celebratory dinner for the Flight in Southampton. Two weeks later George Stainforth set a new world speed record at an average speed of 408.0mph. We all felt a considerable sense of team achievement.

1931 was the last year of the Schneider Trophy Races; because having won the trophy three times running it was now permanently Britain’s to retain. It can be seen with the actual Supermarine S6B seaplane in the Science Museum in South Kensington, London.

Flight Lieutenant Tony Dudgeon

In the 1930s the RAF was on the North-West Frontier at the request of the Indian government. They wanted peace kept there because the Pathans and the Wazirs and all the people near the Frontier were a bunch of farmers who loved war. Fighting was their hobby. If they weren’t fighting each other, they were fighting cousin Charlie. Generally, when the crops were in and they had some money in their pockets they would swoop down on the peaceful towns of the plains to rape, pillage and commit general mayhem to get what they could. They attacked anybody driving down the road, because their pockets were likely also to be filled. The Indian government wanted them kept down, so the RAF came; they were very happy to do it, since it was paid for by, dealt with at the request of, and also audited by the Indian government.

The objective was one which had started in the Sudan. Trenchard began by attacking the tribesmen, bombing and killing them. It was reckoned at that time to be the cheapest war that ever was: two squadrons did what two divisions would have been required to do on the ground. After the Sudan, in about 1921, came Iraq. But it was obvious that it was a bad idea to kill what we now call ‘third world’ people and so the procedure over the years transformed itself into what they called proscription – keeping the tribesmen off their farmland to touch their pockets. When a tribe was known to have misbehaved – by shooting some political agent, or whatever – we were sent to fly over their rural area with orders to attack anything that moved. Well, we never saw anything move. For four years I flew over there and I never saw anything moving but a donkey which they’d misguidedly allowed to get out of the cave they slept in! So, it touched their pockets because they couldn’t work their farms. They could stop this at any moment by coming in and agreeing to behave and pay the fines exacted by the government.

If that didn’t work, stage two was that we would be asked to go and knock down a house or a village. Usually the headman’s village, because he was the fellow responsible. We would drop leaflets first, to warn them. There’s a story about a Fakir who was one of the few people who could read. When the leaflets first came down saying the bombing would start in forty-eight hours, he said, ‘Well, they came to bomb but I have turned the bombs to paper.’ He got a lot of kudos for that. Then about forty-eight hours later, he said, ‘I’m afraid my magic has been exhausted; I can’t stop a second bombing.’

Only after the leaflet drop would we go out and bomb. When we bombed the villages, as far as possible, they were empty. I’ve since learned that perhaps they couldn’t get all their flocks out and would leave some of the women behind to look after the flocks and report looters. So there may have been some human beings, but then that is the East: women are chattels.

The only real danger for us was that we might have engine failure, and quite naturally the people down below were fairly stroppy about what was happening to them. They would hand you over to the women. The women would emasculate you and sew what are called the ‘family jewels’ into the various orifices in your head, so that you were blind and unable to speak and unable to eat. And as you go to Nirvana the way you die, you’d have a rotten old time through all eternity.

Unless, of course, you had red hair. Red-headed people (or people who go to Mecca and are allowed to dye their beards red) are guaranteed a place in heaven. There is an apocryphal story about an air-gunner who was shot down, way back in the Bristol Fighter days, who had red hair and was promptly put to stud! The kudos, the status of a wife who had a red-headed child, would be very high indeed.

We had a wonderful life, apart from the fact, as always, that a junior officer did not get an awful lot of money. We lived in a mess. Being a pukka sahib – white man in other words – I had servants and lived in a bungalow, shared with one other person. I had my own bedroom and sitting-room and bathroom, and I had my Bearer. In the morning, when I went to the bathroom a length of toothpaste had been squeezed out and laid on my toothbrush. When I was dressing he would hold first one shoe out to me and then the other. He would hold my trousers out in front of me so that I could put my feet in. Next, when I was nearly dressed, he would grab my bicycle and dart off up to the mess so that, when I sauntered in about ten minutes later, my scrambled eggs would be on my plate and a chair pulled back for me to sit in. He also had a chokra, a boy who did most of his work. There was another man who washed my clothes and shirts; in the hot weather you didn’t put anything on twice, and you had three changes of clothes a day. Then I had a gardener, shared with the chap next to me, and a sweeper who emptied the thunder box and boiled up water for my bath, and a night-watchman to keep the budmarshes or bad men away. So that was six servants to be paid for, some shared, by one pilot officer.

We couldn’t afford girls – they were much too expensive. They liked to drink hard drink; we drank beer. We did a lot of swimming and most of us had some kind of hobby. There was a Cavalry unit down the road, and if you would pay for some extra food for remounts then you could have a couple of horses and a syce for next to nothing. So I used to go out riding every morning before dawn. I had my movie camera, and a Leica. I also went shooting, to shoot near-partridge called chikor and duck. We played a lot of games. I kept racing pigeons, and when we played football at another station one of my racing pigeons would bring back the score. We would also go out for picnics in places like the Khyber Pass.

But for me – mad about aeroplanes and flying as I’ve always been – the flying was absolutely unbelievable! The Frontier itself, where the tribesmen lived, wasn’t awfully high: the hills would go up to about 8,000 or 10,000 feet. But when the weather was good, usually in the spring, all around you there was the pure magic of the Himalayas which reach up to over 25,000 feet, topped by mountains like Nanga Parbat and Rakaposhi. We couldn’t fly over them because we had no oxygen; we had to fly up the valleys. Of course you never flew up there by yourself. Some of the valleys were fairly steep, going straight down to a foaming torrent at the bottom. From the white, foaming torrent, you could look up the sides of the valleys, through the greens and browns of the lichens and earth and rocks, to the snow line, around 12,000 or 14,000 feet, and then another 10,000 feet on top of that. When the sun shines down on the snow the valleys go a wonderful icy blue, and then, when the sun is pouring through some clouds, the snow can be pink and gold, while above that you have the high altitude sky








Leading Aircraftman Harry Ward
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