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While many historians agree that the First World War 
marked the beginnings of all future facets of air 
power, few have remarked on the pre-war and early 

war year contributions to that development. Th is dissertation 
aims to address this gap in the historiography by investigating 
the development of British air power through the pre-war 
years to December 1915. Th e scope of what is defi ned as ‘air 
power’ will be necessarily limited in scope to the use of aircraft  
by the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) on the Western Front. Con-
sequently, this research will not deal with airships, kites, bal-
loons or the Royal Naval Air Service. Development will be 
assessed by exploring three different, but interconnected 
themes alongside the four predominant uses of aircraft  in the 
First World War. By doing so, it will answer the question, ‘how 
far had the development of Britain’s use of aeroplanes come by 
the end of 1915?’

Th e historiography of the role of the RFC in the First World 
War has almost exclusively focussed either on the period 1916 
onwards or else on the perceived glamour of the so-called 
‘aces’. Th e latter stages of the air war have, therefore, been 
comparatively well treated with excellent studies by Peter Hart 
and Ted Hooton, amongst others.1 In contrast, there are few, 
if any, scholarly studies of British aircraft  dedicated to the 
period before January 1916. While Ralph Barker’s Th e Royal 
Flying Corps in France: From Mons to the Somme is eminently 
readable, it has no footnotes, a predictable secondary source 
bibliography and only 50 per cent of the work is relevant to 
1914 and 1915.2 2018’s Baptism of Fire by Alex Revell provides 
a good historical overview of the opening twelve months of 
the war but by design stops before Th e Battle of Loos and the 
far-reaching developments made towards the end of 1915.3

Ironically one of the best sources on the period was written 
over seventy years ago by John Cuneo, which while lacking the 
ability to access unreleased archival material, links the land 
war and air war eff ectively.4 As a consequence this research 
has necessitated an extensive historiographical review, and 
ultimately a reliance on primary sources.

Th ere is a substantial collection of Offi  cial Histories related 
to the First World War including six dedicated volumes to 
the air war, some of which are relevant here.5 In many cases, 
books on the RFC have taken Raleigh and Jones’s works as 
the account of the air war, an approach which carries with it 
the risk of missing or ignoring other relevant sources. An oft -
quoted 1915 report on bombing featured in the War in the Air
will be used to demonstrate the fallibility of such reliance, the 
information being misused in the historiography ever since.6
While the Offi  cial Histories provide a useful narrative, they 
have not been relied upon here. Th ere are however, other less 
well-known offi  cial publications written just aft er the war that 
have yielded evidence including Th e Offi  cial History of the 
Signals Division with its insight into the early development 
of wireless, and the 1920 War Offi  ce Report on Survey on the 
Western Front has valuable views on mapping and aerial 
photography.7

Many primary and secondary accounts by senior offi  cers, 
pilots and observers contain valuable insights into events and 

shed light on the decision-making process at the time. Here 
too, caution is required to avoid pitfalls. For example, Eric 
Ash, in his account of Sir Frederick Sykes’s life, oft en quotes 
Sykes’s autobiography as fact, while dismissing the works 
of his rivals.8 Such partisanship is particularly problematic 
given the strained relationship between Sykes and many of 
his compatriots. From those who fl ew, books by John Moore-
Brabazon, P.E. Butcher, John Algernon Insall, Philip Joubert, 
James McCudden and Louis Strange amongst others, have 
much information from the period in question.9 Care is also 
required here, notably with accounts written a signifi cant 
period aft er the events. It was discovered during this research 
that Strange’s fl ight records contradict his much-quoted 
autobiography.10 Consequently, where possible, diaries and 
logbooks written at the time are used in preference to memoirs. 

Th e consultation of well over a hundred archival fi les, 
in addition to several periodicals published at the time, has 
helped mitigate the risk of gaps and defi ciencies that would 
be otherwise brought about by reliance on the secondary 
literature. Several pre-war articles from Flight Magazine 
help demonstrate the widespread awareness of the potential 
of aircraft  in war as well as early developments in aviation. 
Archival material, principally from the AIR1 archive at the 
National Archives has signifi cant evidence of the development 
in photographic and wireless technologies as well as on 
advances in artillery cooperation and bomb dropping. Th e 
RAF Museum’s archive contains private papers belonging 
to several pilots and observers as well as correspondence 
regarding organisational aspects from Sir David Henderson, 
Sir Hugh Trenchard and Sir William Seft on Brancker.

Th ere are several secondary source general histories of First 
World War air power, and of these J.H Morrow’s Th e Great 
War in the Air, Lee Kennett’s Th e First Air War and Malcolm 
Cooper’s Th e Birth of Independent Air Power are perhaps 
the best, using extensive archival sources and being well 
referenced.11 However, all three are now over twenty-fi ve years 
old and dealing as they do with the whole war, and refl ecting 
the historiography’s general lack of interest in the early years, 
they contain relatively short amounts of information specifi c 
to the period at hand. Morrow, for example, deals with the 
RFC of 1914 and 1915 in just sixteen of the book’s fi ve hundred 
and ten pages. At the other end of the quality scale are works 
such as David Divine’s Broken Wing which as David Jordan 
says contains some alarming errors […] which suggest that 
archival sources were not well used, if at all.12 Despite this, 
unfortunately Divine’s work still appears as a source in other 
secondary works. 

Th ere are some sources that, while principally addressing 
other subjects, have proved very valuable. James Pugh’s Th e 
Royal Flying Corps, the Western Front and Control of the Air 
for example, examines the subject of aerial supremacy and 
as such, provided much on the advent of aerial fi ghting.13 Jim 
Beach’s Haig’s Intelligence provided insight on photography, 
signals and the agent network.14 Michael Molkentin’s work, 
though principally focussed on Australia, still provided a 
balanced scholarly account of the development of early air 
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