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INTRODUCTION

After World War I began in August 1914, the mobile conflict that everyone had expected lasted but a matter of weeks. Initially, the German forces caught the Entente off guard by violating established treaties and pushing through neutral Belgium, enabling them to swing behind the main French and British forces and head south in the direction of Paris. There were available units that attempted to thwart this invasion, but they were unable to stop the Germans until spirited counter-attacks were made during the Battle of the Marne from 5 to 10 September, which halted the advance some 30–40 miles shy of the French capital.

Already weakened by combat losses and far-stretched communications and supply lines, the Germans withdrew strategically and established defensive positions at the Aisne River. When these could not be breached the opposing forces attempted to outflank each other, building elaborate systems of defensive trenches as they moved further from Paris. These systems were eventually halted by the North Sea and Swiss border. Initially thought to be temporary, the trenches bordered a static front that saw very limited movement during the next four years.

With behind-the-lines reconnaissance incursions now throttled by the static positions of the entrenched armies, photo-reconnaissance via aeroplanes became increasingly important to provide strategists with real-time information and views of enemy forces that would not have been attainable otherwise. Although aeroplanes and aerial reconnaissance were still in their infancy, they had already proved their worth to the French by providing intelligence about troop movements that was used to formulate the counter-attack that stopped the initial German advance at the Marne. At first, these observation sorties flew unencumbered by enemy aerial interdiction, save for anti-aircraft fire, but soon the furtherance of reconnaissance sorties increased aerial encounters between the combatants.
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No. 20 Sqn FE 2d A6516 shows off its triple-Lewis machine gun armament, comprised of two flexible weapons for the observer and the pilot’s single fixed gun, which became standard on machines flown by the unit from June 1917. The bags dangling from these weapons collected spent cartridge cases and prevented them from impacting the sheathed, four-bladed propeller.

Given that it was war, it was inevitable that crews would start taking weapons aloft with them in order to shoot at enemy aeroplanes they stumbled upon. Naturally, this led to aeroplanes being manufactured with defensive armament. Offensive armament developed as well, but it was hamstrung without effective means of utilising forward-firing weapons because of the spinning propeller. Thus, two expedients were employed – installing a forward-firing machine gun above the top wing that fired over the propeller, and the development of pusher aeroplanes (i.e., the engine and propeller were behind the crew, providing them with a wide, unencumbered forward field-of-fire). The French pursued both these avenues with their single-seat Nieuport scouts (which used over-wing machine guns) and two-seater Farmans (pusher configuration), while initially the British Royal Flying Corps (RFC) focused on two-seat pushers. The first of these was the Vickers FB 5 ‘Gunbus’, its bathtub nacelle and braced-boom empennage duly inspiring the Germans to refer to any RFC pusher thereafter as a ‘Vickers’, regardless of true manufacturer.

The Germans, who eschewed over-wing weaponry and pusher designs, found themselves in the ascendancy by producing the first single-seat scouts armed with a machine gun that was synchronised to fire between the blades of a rotating propeller. This ability had an alarming impact on the RFC in 1915, both materially and psychologically, and ushered in a period of combat casualties that became known as the ‘Fokker Scourge’. The Gunbus crews were gallant, but RFC commander Maj Gen Hugh Trenchard requested ‘these machines be replaced by something better at an early date. Will you please say when you will be able to replace these machines with FE 2bs, powered by either 160hp Beardmore or Rolls-Royce engines, or some other type of machine’.

The aeroplane he requested, the Royal Aircraft Factory FE 2b, was developed in 1915, but its mass production had been stymied by delays with engine allocation. When FE 2bs began arriving in early 1916 they joined the British DH 2 and French Nieuport scouts, plunging headlong into battle against the synchronised German machines. By summer, they had bested the so-called ‘Fokker Scourge’. However, by then Germany had already upped the ante by installing a Mercedes D III two-seater engine into a new single-seater design that resulted in enough power for unprecedented speed and capability to be armed with two synchronised machine guns, increasing both weight of fire and time of fire. Known as the Albatros D I, this new aeroplane entered the war in September 1916 and introduced a lineage that became Germany’s main fighter for the next year and a half, although the service lives of the FE 2 and Albatros D-series overlapped for some 11 months only.
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Future Orden Pour le Mérite decorated 30-victory ace Ltn Karl Emil Schaefer sits in the cockpit of Johannisthal-built Albatros D II 1724/16 of Kampfstaffel 11. Schaefer would be credited with seven FE 2s shot down while serving with Jastas 1 1 and 28, but ultimately died fighting one in June, 1917.

Despite the FE 2’s performance being outclassed by the Albatros, the aeroplane’s crews had no choice but to engage the superior fighter because RFC offensive strategy sent them into German territory day after day. Yet they did so unwaveringly, learning well and developing tactics to overcome the performance discrepancy. Always, they fought tenaciously. Many went down before the guns of Albatros scouts – Manfred von Richthofen, Germany’s ‘Red Baron’, is credited with 13 FE 2s – but many Albatrosses were also downed by their ungainly foes. One celebrated FE 2d crew was credited with shooting down 15 Albatros D IIIs in a five-week period, and some of Germany’s top aces were killed or wounded fighting the aggressive ‘Fees’, including Max Immelmann (killed prior to Albatros availability, flying a Fokker E III), Karl Schaefer and Manfred von Richthofen.

In the end, although the ageing heavyweight had stood toe-to-toe with the up-and-coming contender, ultimately it was technology that triumphed, forcing the RFC to throw in the towel. Not so much as a matter of defeat, but as a consequence of that war’s hyper-rapid technological advancements. By today’s standards, the quest for victory compressed decades of advancement into solitary years. Designed in 1915, the FE 2 had simply flown beyond its useful life just two years later.
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No. 100 Sqn FE 2b A5478 GOLD COAST No 10 was painted black overall and employed as a night bomber after its daylight usefulness had expired. Such FE 2bs employed V-strut undercarriages to permit the installation of a 230lb bomb and rack.

Similarly, the Albatros existed in a state of flux, with six new models released within its first year of service life in a chase to achieve performance increases it never attained. Although it served until war’s end, the Albatros had been superseded in the frontline by the next generation of German fighter – the Fokker D VII – come the spring of 1918.



CHRONOLOGY



	1911
	 



	August
	Geoffrey de Havilland conducts first FE 2 trials.



	1914
	 



	June
	Albatros Type DD wins 100km speed prize at the Aspern Flugmeeting in Vienna. Designed by Ernst Heinkel and Robert Thelen, the Type DD is considered to be the forerunner of the Albatros Ds.



	28 June
	Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria assassinated by Serbian student Gavrilo Princip, beginning a period of international diplomatic manoeuvring.



	July
	To end Serbian interference in Bosnia, Austria-Hungary delivers a ten-demand ultimatum to Serbia, intentionally made to be unacceptable and provoke war. Serbia agrees to eight demands.



	28 July
	Austria-Hungary declares war on Serbia.



	29 July
	Russian Empire orders partial mobilisation in support of Serbia.



	30 July
	German Empire delivers ultimatum to Russia to cease mobilisation against Austria-Hungary.



	1 August
	France orders mobilisation and Germany declares war on Russia.



	3 August
	Germany declares war on France and invades Belgium.



	4 August
	UK declares war on Germany in support of Belgian neutrality. World War I fully underway.



	1915
	 



	26 January Summer
	FE 2a makes first flight. German monoplanes armed with synchronised machine guns plunder RFC reconnaissance two-seaters, begetting the ‘Fokker Scourge’.



	2 October
	First FE 2b completed.



	1916
	 



	January
	FE 2bs arrive in France en masse with No. 20 Sqn.



	7 April
	First FE 2d flight. Machine is 10mph faster and has an 8,000ft higher ceiling than FE 2b.



	June
	Thelen design team’s Albatros D I undergoes flight evaluation and static load tests at Adlershof.



	18 June
	German 15-victory ace Max Immelmann is killed in action flying a Fokker E III against FE 2bs, an event that is generally regarded as marking the end of the ‘Fokker Scourge’.



	July
	Albatros D I ordered into production.



	1 July
	The Battle of the Somme commences. British forces suffer 60,000 killed or wounded on the first day of the offensive.



	August
	Germans implement the Jagdstaffel, a dedicated group of single-seat fighters tasked primarily with hunting enemy two-seater reconnaissance and artillery-spotting machines.



	16 September
	Albatros D Is and a single D II arrive in-field with Jagdstaffel 2. Ltn Otto Höhne shoots down the first FE 2b.



	Late December
	Albatros D IIIs begin arriving at front-line Jagdstaffeln.



	1917
	 



	27 January
	Structural failures of new Albatros D III lower wings forces Idflieg to ground the new aeroplanes until they are either reinforced or repaired.



	19 February
	Idflieg rescinds Albatros D III ground order.



	March
	No. 100 Sqn becomes first FE 2b night-bombing squadron to reach France. FE 2bs in this and other units serve in this capacity until the Armistice.



	April
	Battle of Arras introduces period of intense RFC casualties known as ‘Bloody April’.



	May
	Albatros D V begin arriving at frontline Jagdstaffeln.



	5 June
	Jasta 28 Staffelführer Karl Schaefer shot down and killed fighting No. 20 Sqn FE 2ds.



	6 July
	Manfred von Richthofen suffers ricochet gunshot wound to the head during large aerial battle with No. 20 Sqn FE 2ds. Although far from mortal, this wound effectively removes him from combat for the majority of the remaining year.



	August
	No. 20 Sqn is the last frontline unit equipped with FE 2s for daylight use.



	17 August
	No. 20 Sqn records last FE 2 victory.
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FE 2b 6937 PUNJAB 29 RAWALPINDI of No. 18 Sqn was forced down by German fighters on 22 September 1916. This machine featured two Lewis machine guns, a modified undercarriage, 120hp Beardmore engine and a two-bladed propeller.
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Its spinning propeller gleaming, a chocked Jasta 2 Albatros D I at Lagnicourt warms up before an afternoon sortie in the autumn of 1916. As was Jasta 2 practice, the fuselage has been darkly overpainted up to the front annular engine cowl, with a ‘wash’ over the national insignia.




DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT

RAF FE 2

The development of the Royal Aircraft Factory (hereafter referred to as RAF, not to be confused with the Royal Air Force, which came into existence on 1 April 1918, beyond the frame of this work) FE 2b began with a £1,000 investment procured by future RAF aeroplane designer Geoffrey de Havilland. Born on 27 July 1882, de Havilland had graduated from the Crystal Palace Engineering School in 1903 and worked as a motor engineering draughtsman in Birmingham and then at a London bus construction company.
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The second FE 2 featured a 70hp air-cooled V8 Renault engine and the wing design from a BE 2a, but had no fin and was never armed. This machine was destroyed in a crash in February 1914.

Intrigued by reports of heavier-than-air aviation feats and accomplishments on the continent, de Havilland and partner Frank Hearle quit their jobs so that they could build their own aeroplane. Financed by the £1,000 investment from de Havilland’s grandfather, the partners accomplished their goal in 1909 – the machine was destroyed on its first take-off, with de Havilland at the controls. He was uninjured.
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The third FE 2a, 2864. Its original powerplant was a 100hp water-cooled Green engine, but this was replaced by 120hp Austro-Daimler, modified by Beardmore. This engine proved so successful that the Beardmore was given the ‘green light’ for use in further aeroplane production.

The next year the partners assembled a second machine that was flown successfully – its first flight was also de Havilland’s first. A Farman-type pusher biplane (an ‘F Class’, so designated by His Majesty’s Balloon Factory Superintendent Mervyn Joseph Pius O’Gorman as ‘Those [aeroplanes] which have the main wings followed by a smaller plane more lightly loaded, but the propellers of which are placed between the main wings and the tailplane’) with a forward elevator, de Havilland used the machine to teach himself how to fly. He was then offered a position as designer and test pilot with His Majesty’s Balloon Factory, forerunner of the Royal Aircraft Factory. De Havilland then sold his pusher to the War Office, although the sale was subject to demonstration that it could fly for one hour without need for maintenance. This was conducted successfully in January 1911, although de Havilland had to land twice during that time in order to ‘thaw out’ due to the frigid winter weather.

After this sale de Havilland’s aeroplane was designated the FE 1 (Farman Experimental 1), and it underwent continual refinement throughout the spring. This included new streamlined struts, increased tailplane area, wing extensions, larger rudder, the removal of the front elevator and re-rigging to adjust the centre of gravity.

De Havilland conducted many successful passenger flights with the FE 1, but on 15 August the factory’s Assistant Superintendent Lt Theodore Ridge – who had begun learning to fly just weeks before – crashed the machine while landing. He was uninjured but the FE 1 never flew again.

Fortuitously, the very next day de Havilland made his first flight in his new design, the FE 2, which was of a similar pusher configuration as the FE 1 but employed a fabric-covered nacelle and 50hp Gnome rotary engine. After about a month of tweaking and overcoming teething troubles with the engine, de Havilland flew the machine cross-country in furtherance of securing his Superior Aviator’s Certificate, and by year’s end he was taking the FE 2 up to nearly 2000ft. In the first half of 1912 the FE 2 was fitted with floats for experiments as a ‘Hydro-Aeroplane’. Several successful flights were conducted, after which the 50hp Gnome was replaced by one of 70hp, allowing a passenger to be carried.

The focus then shifted to arming the FE 2 with a machine gun. The aeroplane was well suited for such weaponry in the era prior to reliable gun synchronisation as its rear-mounted engine and propeller eliminated the problem of trying to fire a weapon through a spinning propeller arc without shooting the blades off. A belt-fed Maxim machine gun was installed to the forward nacelle, but tests revealed a limited range of elevation that would require a variable-height pivot point mount for the gun to be used effectively. In 1913 a second FE 2 was built that featured a larger streamlined nacelle, a 70hp Renault V8 engine and the same wings as employed by the tractor-powered BE 2. However, in February 1914 this machine spun in and crashed, injuring the RAF’s Chief Test Pilot Ronald Kemp (who had replaced de Havilland in that capacity after the latter’s departure in March for the Aircraft Manufacturing Company) and killing his passenger.
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Royal Aircraft Factory





[image: images]




[image: images]



ALBATROS D I TO D V
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