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On a wet and gloomy day at the latter end of 1915, an 
officer of high rank, accompanied by various officials 
from the Admiralty, travelled to Grantham, whence they 
proceeded by car to what is now called " The Camp." 
They found themselves amidst ploughed and stubble 
fields, upon which they set their feet, thus fulfilling the 
act of taking over three thousand acres, under the 
" Defence of the Realm " Act. Tucked snugly in the 
middle of a wood were a small farmstead, three cottages, 
and a number of farm buildings. To the inhabitants 
they ruthlessly, but politely, gave notice to quit. After 
this legal ritual, they returned to London to record and 
perhaps to celebrate the birth of another Air Station. 

On the 13th December, 1915, a solitary driver pro 
ceeded by road from London, in a Lancia tender, and 
installed himself in the little town of Sleaford. He was 
regarded by the inhabitants as an intruder, but Sleaford 
was destined to get a ruder awakening. Two days later 
two Foden lorries and an antiquated Alldays lorry, laden 
with provisions and stores, might have been seen wending 
their way along the Great North Road, while three 
officers, having met for the first time on King's Cross 
Station, travelled together to Grantham. These officers, 
having arrived at Cranwell, took a cursory glance at the 
place they were to know as an " Air Station," and then 
retreated in good order to " The Bristol Arms," Sleaford. 

On the following day several of the inhabitants of 
Sleaford were advised of the arrival of the Royal Naval 
Air Service by the Superintendent of Police, armed with 
a blue billeting order. This heralded the advance of a 
Chief Petty Officer in charge of 35 men, who, on the 
same day got out of the train from Sheerness at Charing 
Cross. After a hasty meal they were hustled into taxis, 
with an Aberdonian disregard of their legal capacity, 
which whirled them across London to King's Cross. 
At King's Cross they boarded the train which many of 
us know so well, and three hours later found themselves 
at Grantham. Here two Fodens were awaiting them, 
which deposited them at Cranwell. Some of them made 
their home in what is now the gardener's cottage at the 
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Commandant's residence ; of their trials and difficulties 
during the ensuing two months they can speak with much 
feeling. 

In the meanwhile the officers had taken possession of 
the farmhouse, and three other officers had joined, one 
of whom dilates to this day on the manner of his reception. 
He had had a day's journey from London in the pouring 
rain in a decrepit lorry with one Chief Petty Officer and 
13 men and their baggage. All were wet to the skin, and 
none was in a mood to see humour in anything, least of all 
in a barn, now used as a store, but in those days filled 
with corn and tenanted by rats. . 
The advent of the canteen was on this wise. About 

the middle of January, Messrs. Cox & Co. arrived and 
installed themselves "complete" with a manager, server, 
and a few dozen oranges, a bar or two of chocolate, two 
or three pairs of laces, and some cigarettes. A home was 
found for them in a small building opposite the men's 
cottage. The first day's takings were 2s. 4d. 
The first sod of Cranwell Station was cut on the zSth 

December, 1915*, and the construction of huts Nos. 1 
to 12 proceeded apace. It is probable that 48 men 
have never before watched with so much keenness the 
building of such unpretentious mansions. 
The farmstead was converted and enlarged to house the 

first Commanding Officer, Commodore Godfrey Paine, 
R.N., and is now the residence of the Air Officer 
Commanding. Some of its outbuildings, with their 
picturesque tiles, still provide stabling for the Cranwell 
Hunt Club. The three cottages are still in use ; they 
stand, one at the entrance to Cranwell Lodge, and the 
other two opposite the railway station. 

In the Admiralty books, under the name H.M.S. 
Dadalus , there sprang up a multitude of service buildings 
on either side of the road from Byards Leap to Sleaford, 
which hitherto had been a farm track, and the scene of 
a remarkable postprandial leap by a prehistoric horse 
confronted by the devil. This leap, exceeding the effort 
* The Royal Naval Air Service Training Establishment at 

Cranwell was officially opened on April rst, 1916. 
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of the horse at Nurnberg and the soldier at Killiecrankie, 
is commemorated to-day by two heroic sets of shoes 
near Mr. Crawshaw's garage, sixty yards apart. The 
Officers' Mess has been rebuilt on the old site, and 
embodies some of the original " double deckers." The 
gymnasium (which was used on Sundays as a church), the 
hospital, the railway station and the " Cranwell Express " 
which transported airmen once a day to the delights of 
Sleaford, the swimming bath, and the canteens, also 
remain. The water towers, to which water was pumped 
from Sleaford,* have gone, and a strange architectural 
monster has taken their place. The old Cadets' Mess 
was used for the other ranks, and the tin huts to 
the east of it were occupied by the Women's Royal 
Navy Service. The aerodrome was at first where the 
College now is, but later an aerodrome to the south 
was developed by removing some of the stone walls 
which intersect the heath. Between the rst January and 
25th August, 1917, 485 officers graduated at Cranwell. 
227 of these went to seaplanes and 258 to aeroplanes. · 

So by the autumn of 1917 Cranwell had become a great 
Royal Naval Air Service training centre, both for pilots 
and aerial gunlayers. A small Electrical and Wireless 
School for the training of boys and men was established 
in East Camp in May, 1916. In 1917 East Camp was 
enlarged and rebuilt in brick. An Airship Section was 
formed in 1916 and two giant sheds and three smaller 
ones were erected some two hundred to three hundred 
yards to the east-south-east of Bristol Plantation. 
In September, 1917, as the Royal Naval Air Service 

expanded, a scheme was put forward for other preliminary 
schools ; and for an extension of the training school at 
Manston, to enable it to give a final training ; this task 
it was to divide with Cranwell. Cranwell alone was 
unable to deal with the final training of pilots. 
In accordance with this scheme, officers received their 

preliminary training at Chingford, Redcar, Eastbourne 
and Eastchurch, and afterwards went on to Cranwell. 
* The water is pumped up to Cranwell from the Boiling Wells 

nt Sleaford. It is said to come originally from the hills of 
Derbyshire. 

B 
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They completed their training here and those required 
for seaplanes were sent to Calshot, Felixstowe, 
Ki llingholme and Vendome, where they graduated in 
seaplanes. 
The pupils came mainly from the five other Royal Naval 

Air Service training stations. When the supply of pupils 
fell off in the winter there was an increase in the proportion 
from Vendome in France, where the weather was more 
suitable for flying. On their arrival at Cranwell they 
had flown about six hours' dual and fifteen hours' solo. 
They were given two or three hours' more dual, and left 
for Freiston Gunnery School when they had done be 
tween thirty and forty hours' solo. There they did 
another two or three hours' bomb-dropping before passing 
out. Similarly, during the first four months of 1917, 
50 per cent. of the R.F .C. pupils were going overseas 
sometimes with only thirty hours' solo flying. 

On their arrival at Cranwell the pupils were sent to 
an Avro flight and from there to B.E.'s or Scouts, accord 
ing to their ability. At the passing out, the less skilful 
pupils generally went to seaplanes; which may have been 
a shortsighted policy. The moderate pilots went to 
Bombers, and the good ones went to Scouts. Later on, 
the pick of the pilots were trainedjfor flying off and 
landing on the deck. 

Although there were only two, and later three, 
instructors in each flight, the number of fatal accidents 
was only about one a month in 1917. This was due to 
the careful selection of the instructors and the good 
theoretical instruction given in non-flying hours. Also 
the general orderliness of the station was beneficial. 
Although pupils and instructors dined together they had 
separate ante-rooms. 
The hangars were built of steel, the Navy having 

priority in this respect, and were more durable than 
wooden-roofed sheds which are always subject to the 
danger of fire. These hangars are all in use to-day. 

When Group-Captain Howe, as he now is, took over 
a flight at the beginning of 1918, Flight-Lieutenant W.W. 
Wakefield, the well-known rugger player, was sent to him 
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as an assistant. He was an ideal instructor, and the 
morale in his flight rose to a high pitch ; it is not sur 
prising to find later that for his skill and his character he 
was elected captain of the English XV, and won almost 
a record number of caps. All the pupils were taken up 
by him and shown aerobatics before they left the flight. 
The first shed for lighter-than-air craft to be erected 

at Cranwell was a portable kite balloon shed, which was 
completed in March, 1916. In it one kite balloon was 
housed, with another deflated as a spare. The first ascent 
was made on the 4th April; and 581 ascents were made, 
and ten officers were trained as observers by the end of 
the year. 
For training in free balloon work, six coal-gas balloons 

were transferred from Wormwood Scrubs to this station on 
the 8th May, 1916, and the first free balloon run was made 
from Nottingham on the 17th of the same month, and 
the first trip from Cranwell on the 16th June. 
In strict truth, James Sadler,* the first English aeronaut, 

was actually the first to fly in the Cranwell area, when 
on 7th October, 18n, he voyaged in a balloon from 
Birmingham over Wittering, a distance of II2 miles 
to the Cranwell area. Somewhere near Cranwell he was 
thrown out in attempting to land. The balloon went on 
a mile and a half with the passenger, and crashed into 
a tree. The two aeronauts afterwards, very hot and not 
a little surprised, met at Heckington, a village within a 
few miles of Cranwell. 
There were at the end of 1916 the following spherical 

balloons on the station :- 
" North Star " 80,000 c.f. coal gas balloon. 
" Shark " and " Shrimp " . .. 60,000 ,, ,, ,, 
" Meteor " and " Plover " . . . 50,000 ,, ,, ,, 
" Leda " and " Lapwing " . .. 28,000 ,, ,, ,, 
" Achilles " .. . r3,ooo ,, hydrogen balloon. 
" Velocity " . . . ro,ooo ,, ,, ,, 

* Unless we include Bladud or Baldud, who Holinshed tells 
UH was an early British king who attempted to " playe the fowle 
or the foole." 

" Bathe was by Bladud to perfection brought. 
By necromantic arts to flye he sought ; 
As from a tower he thought to scale the sky 
He brake his neck because he soared too high." 

n 2 
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It was reckoned that up to that time a total distance of 
2,758 miles had been covered in balloons, and that 
thirty-eight ratings had qualified as free balloon pilots. 
A portable S.S. shed, which had been at Anglesey, 

though not erected, was transferred to Cranwell at the 
beginning of 1916, but it was blown down while in the 
course of erection on the 28th March. It was re 
erected early in November. On the r yth of the same 
month S.S.39 left Wormwood Scrubs by air on her way 
to Cranwell, but was wrecked near Sleaford, owing to 
a defective blower valvebox which caused her uncontrolled 
descent from a height of 700 feet. This ship was refitted 
later. S.S.31 was subsequently transferred from Kings 
north, and made her first flight on the zznd December. 
A coastal airship shed, which was originally one of 

those destined for use with Detachment No. 3, at Mudros, 
was also erected and was ready to house C.13, which was 
awaiting favourable weather for a flight from Kingsnorth. 
Also a double rigid airship shed was nearing completion ; 
and approval for the erection of a second was given shortly 
after the New Year. 
Early in January, 1917, the C.13 arrived from Kings 

north. Thus pilots were able to get instruction in coastal 
flying as well as in S.S. ships. The Rigid Airship Shed was 
completed early in the year, and on 6th August Parseval 
No. 6 arrived from Howden. On r yrh October, Rigid 
Airship No. 9 arrived. The idea was that this ship 
should be stationed here for some time to give pilots 
some experience of rigid airships. Unfortunately while 
on a flight, on 29th October, she was compelled to land at 
Howden owing to bad weather and was damaged while 
she was being taken into the shed. This meant that she 
was laid up for a couple of months. 

Several of the old type of S.S. ships, which had been 
replaced by the Zero and S.S.P. types on patrol stations, 
were transferred here for instruction. At the end of the 
year the complement of airships on the station was six 
viz., Parseval No. 6 and five S.S. ships. The total 
number of hours of flying for the year was 78r. 
The engines of C.13 (two 150 h.p. Sunbeam) gave 



MACIDNES WHICH HAVE BEEN USED AT CRANWELL. 

I. llcnri pas-man. 2. Maurice Farman Shorthorn. 3. Coastal Airship. 
~. Mauricc!Farman Longhorn. 5. D.H.6. 6. B.E.2c, 7. B.E.2e. 

8. D.H.9. 9, R.E.7. 
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continual trouble owing to the magneto drive couplings 
shearing. The ship was deflated early in May owing 
to the failure of the envelope to retain gas. On 27th July, 
after having been re-inflated, she was struck by a line 
squall on being taken into the shed, and dragged out 
of the hands of the landing party. The after-engine 
was re-started but, as the ship failed to make headway, 
she was ripped. In July the S.S.31 collided with the 
roof of the rigid shed, and carried away the under 
carriage and broke her propeller. The ship made a free 
balloon landing some three miles from the station, in 
which the envelope and plane were undamaged. 

On zoth July, S.S.39 was being walked back to the 
shed after a flight, the wind being no more than 4 to 5 
m.p.h. An up-current of extreme violence caught and 
dragged her out of the hands of the landing party, 
who let go, but a senior officer and two ratings held 
on to the ship and were taken up to a great height. 
Al l three dropped off the ship and were killed. The 
ship made a free balloon landing about one and a half 
miles east of Cranwell Village and was ripped, but 
sustained little serious damage. 
The S.S. ships were standardized as much as possible. 

Crab-pots were superseded by shutters and single planes 
were fitted. Petrol was carried in a single aluminium 
tank, slung close to the underside of the envelope. It 
was thus possible to take up four people as a normal load 
with wireless and sufficient ballast to a height of 1,200 feet. 
During 1917, forty-five officers graduated as airship 

pilots, and a much greater number was under instruction. 
Instruction in bomb dropping was given with the mirror. 

Of all these lighter-than-air activities a good idea can 
be gained from the air. The sheds have gone. But only 
an earthquake or several volcanic upheavals could remove 
the solid and multitudinous traces of these sheds, which 
first and last must have cost the country some millions 
of pounds, and which still stand up like the prehistoric 
remains of Malta and Stonehenge. 
In November, 1917, an American air unit arrived 

and was established on the Northern aerodrome, to the 

I 
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east of the Bristol Plantation road. It used the hangars 
which are now used by the Electrical and Wireless School, 
the southern aerodrome having been brought into use 
in 1917. The total area of the station, including aero 
dromes, by the end of 1918 was upwards of three thousand 
acres, most of which was purchased from the Marquis 
of Bristol. 
Their Majesties The King and Queen had visited 

Cranwell during the summer of 1916; and they visited 
it again in April, 1918, at which time H.R.H. The Duke 
of York (Prince Albert) was stationed at Cranwell in 
charge of a squadron of boys. 

On rst April, 1918, the Royal Air Force was created by 
the fusion of the Royal Naval Air Service and the Royal 
Flying Corps and many steps were taken at once 
to consolidate its status as a separate service. Thus 
in 1919, as the result of the recommendations of 
a committee under the chairmanship of Lord Hugh Cecil, 
the Air Ministry (the Chief of the Air Staff at that time 
was Air Marshal Sir Hugh Trenchard, Bart.) decided to 
establish at Cranwell a Cadet College, on the lines of 
Sandhurst and Woolwich, for the purposes of creating an 
Air Force spirit and of training officers for permanent 
service. 
The College was inaugurated on 5th February, 1920, 

when Lord Trenchard said :- 
" This College will have the making or marring of the 

future of a Service which was built up during the war by 
gallant pilots, observers, and other ranks who fought 
through it, and won a name in the air second to none in 
the world. 
" If it is to continue its great work, which I am con 

vinced that it will do, we realize that it has to live up to 
its war reputation, and we must ensure by every means 
in our power that it does so. 
" Therefore you will have to work your hardest, both 

as cadets at the College and subsequently as officers, in 
order to be capable of guiding this Service through its 
early days, and maintaining its traditions and efficiency 
in the years to come." 
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The west end of the camp was adapted for the new 
policy and distinguished from the east, which now became 
a training school for 1,000 boy apprentices. 
The Royal Air Force Cadet College was inaugurated 

on Thursday, 5th February, 1920, with Air Commodore 
C. A. H. Longcroft, a notable pioneer of flight, 
as the first Commandant. On zznd November, 1913, 
when he was a member of No. 2 Squadron, he 
had made a non-stop flight from Montrose to Farnborough 
via Portsmouth-a total distance of about 445 miles. 
For this performance he was awarded the Britannia 
Challenge Trophy for the most meritorious flight 
during the year. Three months earlier-on the roth 
August, with Colonel F. H. Sykes as passenger, he 
had flown from Farnborough to Montrose in one day, 
landing on the way at Alnmouth. 

During his command the flying training of cadets was 
in the charge of Wing-Commander L. W.R. Rees, V.C., 
O.B.E., D.F.C., A.F.C., an officer memorable for his 
flying services during the war. 
The feat for which he achieved the Victoria Cross was 

made in the summer of 1916. The enemy in the 
north were making more attempts to attack our lines of 
communications with bombs than he did in the Somme 
area. In one such attempt, on the rst July, he was 
frustrated by the single-handed effort of Wing-Com 
mander L. W. R. Rees of No. 32 Squadron (D.H.2). 
Wing-Commander Rees attacked a formation of ten 
German bombing machines and, although himself 
wounded, continued to attack until he had broken up 
the formation and compelled the enemy pilots to abandon 
the raid and scatter for home. For this feat, Wing 
Commander Rees was awarded the Victoria Cross. 
After the war Wing-Commander Rees received the 

freedom of the Borough of Carnarvon, together with an 
honorary sword, to commemorate his services, and this 
sword has been lent by him to the College, as an incentive 
to its members. 
The College has had other distinguished pilots, like 

Flight-Lieutenant H. R. D. Waghorn, who was in the 
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winning Schneider Trophy team in 1929; and from 
Cranwell long-distance flights have been made like that 
of Squadron-Leader A. G. Jones-Williams and Flight 
Lieutenant N. H. Jenkins, who flew from Cranwell to 
Karachi, a distance of 4,130 miles, in 50 hours 30 minutes. 
The first course at this College was attended by fifty 

two cadets, of whom two were sub-lieutenants and seven 
teen midshipmen transferred from the Navy, and the 
remainder public-school men. 
The staff of the College then was :- 

Commandant : 
Air Commodore C. A. H. Longcroft, C.M.G., 

D.S.O., A.F.C. 

Assistant Commandant : 
Wing-Commander A. L. Godman, C.M.G., D.S.O. 

Adjutant: 
Flight-Lieutenant C. G. Burge, O.B.E. 

CIVILIAN .STAFF : 

Professor of English : 
S. P. B. Mais, M.A., Christ Church, Oxford. 

Lecturer in History : 
F. G. Swan, B.A., Pembroke College, Cambridge. 

Professor of Aeronautical Science : 
A. R. Richardson, D.S.O., B.Sc. 

Lecturers : 
B. A. Smith, M.A., Trinity College, Cambridge. 
G. J. Pytches, M.A., Caius College, Cambridge. 
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The composition of the Squadrons was :- 
" A " SQUADRON : 

Commanding Officer : 
Squadron-Leader T. H. England, D.S.O., A.F.C. 

Squadron Officers : 
Flight-Lieutenant W. Darwin, D.S.O. 
Flight-Lieutenant F. Fowler, D.S.C. 

Flight-Cadets : 
W. J.M. Akerman. J. R. Brown. 
D. W. F. Bonham-Carter. E. A. Burton. 
W. A. D. Brook. C. J. Collingwood. 
G. Combe. R. A. F. Mangles. 
T. J. Desmond. F. G. S. Mitchell. 
J. E. L. Drabble. J. C. Peck. 
H. W. Foote. R. W. Pontifex. 
E. B. Forster. A. P. Rcvington. 
M. H. Gamons-Williams. G. C. Shepherd. 
G. W. Gay. C. M. 0. 0. Springfield. 
B. W. T. Hare. C. J. Stone. 
J. G. Hawtrey. C. W. Weedon. 
E. V. S. Lacey. R. D. Whelan. 

" B " SQUADRON : 

Commanding Officer : 
Squadron-Leader A. W. H. James, M.C. 

Squadron Officers : 
Flight-Lieutenant A. J. Capel. 
Flight-Lieutenant W. B. Callaway, A.F.C. 

J. B. Barrett. 
H. L. Beatty. 
G. C. B. Bernard-Smith. 
E. A. Boyd. 
H. G. Brookman. 
S. G. Connolly. 
N. H. D'Aeth. 
E. H. M. David. 
C. L. Falconer. 
C. W. Gore. 
C. G. Hancock. 
M. C. Hayter. 
N. C. Hayter-James. 

Flight-Cadets : 
G. H. Huxharn. 
M. B. Mackay. 
G. H. Mills. 
T. C. E. Murphy. 
N. A. Porter. 
D. C. Prance. 
F. C. T. Rowe. 
R. H. S. Spaight. 
G. R. C. Spencer. 
R. A. B. Stone. 
R. N. Waite. 
R. G. Wynne-Edwards. 
W. C. Yale. 


