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Introduction
At the beginning of 1916, First Lord of the Admiralty Arthur Balfour, former Conservative
Prime Minister and Winston Churchill’s successor as First Lord, agreed to establish Royal Naval
Air Service (RNAS) No. 3 Wing (Luxeuil) to conduct what was then known as long-distance
bombing against the steel and weapons factories located in Germany’s Saarland. This
controversial development for a naval aviation force was justified as an extension of the fleet’s
blockade against the Central Powers. By early 1917 No. 3 Wing had carried out a dozen raids
and was being equipped with powerful Handley Page bombers. The Wing, however, was
unceremoniously disbanded at the beginning of May 1917, amidst fierce Army opposition to the
Navy’s control of long-distance bombing assets. The RNAS, despite having lost the struggle for
long-range bombing supremacy to the Army, then contributed bombing squadrons to the Royal
Flying Corps’ (RFC) 41% Wing, which became the basis for Major-General Hugh Trenchard’s
Independent Air Force (IAF) in 1918. Since its creation in April 1918, the Royal Air Force
(RAF) has largely ignored the fact that it was the Navy that devised and implemented strategic
bombing theory and practice during the First World War.

The Royal Navy’s involvement with strategic bombing began with First Lord Churchill,
who, having unilaterally created the RNAS out of the Naval Wing of the RFC on 23 June 1914,!
proceeded to employ this long-range and mobile force to create feints along the Belgian coast
and bomb Germany’s Zeppelin sheds.? These latter operations significantly included the
bombing raid carried out on 21 November 1914 against the Zeppelin factory at Friedrichshafen,
destined to become the first aircraft bombing raid specifically targeting an industrial facility.’

The dangerous and temperamental nature of these early anti-Zeppelin raids convinced Churchill,
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who himself had learned to fly with the RFC (Naval Wing) before the war,* that dedicated
bombing aircraft would be required as the war continued. The Admiralty Air Department,
initially under the firebrand administration of Commodore Murray Sueter, was a repository of
technical expertise that Churchill often turned to when he needed complex technical problems
solved, not least of which included the development of the tank and heavy bombers.

The Air Department, working in conjunction with various British aircraft manufactures,
including Beardmore, A. V. Roe, Short Brothers, Grahame-White, Sopwith, Samuel White, and
Handley Page, pursued the development of specialized bombing planes. The Admiralty
specification for a two-engine bomber capable of carrying six 112 1b bombs (the “bloody
paralyser” in Mr. Handley Page’s phrase) was issued in December 1914.6 Four prototypes were
ordered in February 1915 and, with Commodore Sueter’s support for their tireless work, the
small Handley Page team grew from a dozen to 150 employees, enabling the first prototype,
equipped with twin 250 hp Rolls-Royce Eagle II engines, to be ready for its maiden flight on 17
December.” In mid-1915, not long after Balfour took over the Admiralty following Churchill’s
resignation in the May Crisis that year, the Admiralty issued specifications for a single engine
bomber capable of carrying eight 112 b bombs for the purpose of attacking Germany’s various
naval and Zeppelin bases such as Kiel, Cuxhaven and the Jade Bay.® Short Brothers ultimately
won this contract with their landplane version of the Short 184 seaplane (250 hp Rolls-Royce
engine), and 110 were ordered during 1916, although 28 of these orders were cancelled and

production dropped off as the twin-engine Handley Page machine soon surpassed the Short
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bomber in both bomb load and range,’ a fact that was recognized by Balfour and his Director of
Air Services (DAS) Rear Admiral Charles Vaughan-Lee.!°

Improvements were made to the Handley Page aircraft at RNAS Eastchurch early in
1916, and a second prototype was flown at Hendon on 23 April.!! The Handley Page O/100 was
then accepted for service at the end of May. Sueter, now the Superintendent for Aircraft
Construction (SAC) in Vaughan-Lee’s Air Department, increased the order for Handley Page
machines to 40 in April, and in August the final prototype with defensive machine gun
mountings and improved 320 hp Eagle III engines had been completed.!?

Control over aircraft production, however, was becoming a contentious political issue:
the Ministry of Munitions, established under David Lloyd George following the May Crisis, was
the logical ministry to assume control of air supply. Both the Army Council and Admiralty
resisted this,'? the latter in particular because long-range bombing, with specialized aircraft
designed and built to Admiralty specifications, was about to take on a new importance. As Rear
Admiral Vaughan-Lee explained to the Joint War Air Committee (JWAC) in March 1916, the
RNAS was preparing “to attack the enemy’s fleets, dockyards, arsenals, factories, air sheds, etc.,
from the coasts, whether the coasts be the enemy’s or our own (i.e. long-distance bombing).”!*
The Saar industrial area, where it was believed that the steel for U-boat construction was taking

place, was of particular interest.!>

Imperial Air Service, JWAC, and Air Board

While the Navy was busy assembling its bombers and readying for the long-range bombing
mission, Prime Minister H. H. Asquith’s government was undergoing a protracted battle to create
what was expected would ultimately become an ‘Imperial Air Service’.!® This cart-before-the-

horses approach to air power was based on the belief that a unified air arm of the future would
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likely supplant armies and navies as the core elements of Britain’s imperial defence.!” In June
1915 Churchill, who had championed the RNAS’ long-distance bombing against the Zeppelin
sheds and was angling for a ministry after his ignominious departure from the Admiralty,
supported the creation of an Air Ministry with himself in mind for Air Minister.'® Churchill’s
proposal on this occasion was squelched by War Committee secretary Lieutenant-Colonel
Maurice Hankey, who did not want to unleash the inevitable dislocation of personnel and
responsibilities that such a radical move would entail, favouring instead his own solution in the
form of a resurrected consultative Air Committee, much as had existed before the war.!”

Fulfilling this nostalgic vision was the Joint War Air Committee (JWAC), established by
the War Committee on 15 February 1916 and chaired by Lord Derby, with a mandate to review
air supply and service roles.?® Derby agreed with Hankey’s rationale for avoiding service
unification during wartime, and was being supported in this regard by both Brigadier-General
Trenchard, responsible for the RFC in the field, and Director General of Military Aeronautics
(DGMA) Sir David Henderson on the Army Council.?! All was not well, however, as Derby and
his deputy, unified air power proponent and pioneer aviator Lord Montagu, felt that without
executive power they could get nowhere against War Office and Admiralty opposition to any
modification to the services’ aircraft production and plans, and so both conspired to resign at the
end of March.?

Lord Montagu, for his part, continued to advocate for the creation of an Imperial Air

Service, something he had supported before the war.?? Montagu, whom the sympathetic
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Commodore Sueter had been ordered to avoid,>* outlined his scheme at the Navy League
Aircraft Demonstration on 28 April, proposing to re-amalgamate the two air service branches
under the authority of an Air Minister, but leaving Grand Fleet C-in-C Admiral Sir John Jellicoe
and BEF C-in-C Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig in operational control, essentially resurrecting
Churchill’s June 1915 proposal (Churchill, at the beginning of March 1916 having returned from
his stint as a battalion commander with the BEF, likewise argued for a unified service and Air
Ministry in a House of Commons speech on 17 May).?> Montagu’s own rationalization for this
project was based on what he had seen during his time on the JWAC, specifically, a “lack of co-
operation between Admiralty and War Office” and inefficiencies resulting from “overlapping in
buying and contracts.”?¢ Historians Stephen Roskill and Eric Grove are both in agreement that
this staunch opposition from Balfour and his JWAC representative, DAS Vaughan-Lee, were
contributing factors to the demise of the JWAC,?” although Derby forced the issue by demanding
an expansion of the JWAC’s authority beyond the limited scope of the 1912 Air Committee
model Hankey had originally envisioned.?®

Lord Curzon, then Lord Privy Seal, now entered the scene, and on 16 April lobbied for
his own installation as head of an Air Board to replace the JWAC.? Curzon, who was eager to
stake his claim to leadership of the imperial organization - and deal a defeat to his longstanding
antagonist Arthur Balfour - took an even stronger line on the imperative for unification and the
formation of an Air Ministry than had Derby or Montagu.*® For Curzon, who had been appointed

Queen Victoria’s last Viceroy of India (1898 to 1905), only “grand diplomacy” could satisfy his
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aspirations,’! and a ministry to govern the new frontier of the air could perhaps fulfil those
ambitions. Curzon, moreover, had encountered what he perceived as relentless intransience to
necessary administrative reforms on the part of the military before, in the guise of Commander-
in-Chief Kitchener during his time in India,*? and what could be more important for the future of
imperial defence than reform of the air service?** Curzon thus pursued his agenda for Air Board
presidency with Asquith on 16 April and, despite Balfour’s opposition at the War Committee, on
this occasion War Minister Kitchener pronounced no opposition. The Curzon Air Board was
formed on 11 May.>*

In the strictly material sense, as Roskill observed, the crux of the matter over control of
long-range bombing had to do with the fact that “the service made responsible for such
operations obviously should have first call on the production of large aircraft with powerful
engines — of which there was an acute shortage.” This 1916 reality was well understood by
DAS Vaughan-Lee and his deputy Wing Captain Arthur Vyvyan,® as the two were planning to
purchase significant numbers of water-cooled inline engines for the RNAS’ new bombers - the
same engines sought by the RFC.3” Vaughan-Lee, criticizing the Air Board’s rush towards
service unification, wrote on 5 June that “it is the same story, the War Office want to stop our
long distance bombing in order to get hold of our engines and machines and so to cover their
own deficiencies.”®

The disparity in terms of supply between the RNAS and RFC was significant, but not to
the favour of the Army Council’s demands for resources: in February 1916 the RNAS field
strength was 646 aircraft — less than half that of the RFC’s 1,350 - with the RNAS proposing to
purchase another 664 aircraft, half of which were to cover attrition. Having denied the Curzon

Board any fiscal authority, the Admiralty had in fact placed £3 million worth of orders for
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aircraft and engines completely independently.’* On 26 October the Admiralty stated to the Air
Board that it intended to keep 200 aircraft in France, and provocatively added that it would seek
an additional 2,000 engines for future long-range bombing aircraft.** The Admiralty jealously
guarded its procurement network for high quality aircraft, from firms including Sopwith, Short
and Beardmore, and engines from firms such as Rolls-Royce, Bentley and Sunbeam, leaving the
RFC reliant on the national Royal Aircraft Factory.*!

In February 1916 the RFC was planning to purchase 3,350 machines, using up most of
the 5,363 aero-engines built in Britain during 1916.%? The planned RFC purchases increased to
the enormous number of 8,403 airplanes and 9,962 engines by 31 May, and reached the
fantastical at 11,345 and 14,755, respectively, on 29 September.*? Considering these
astronomical orders being placed by the RFC, the RNAS orders for specialized long-distance
bombing aircraft, outside the Army Council’s procurement network, were not excessive. Indeed,
the RNAS long-distance bombing force, as of March 1916, required only 50 heavy bombers, 80
light bombers, and 50 long-range fighters, a total of 180 aircraft of which 140 were already on
order.*

On 23 October the Air Board issued its first report,* stating clearly that the Board’s
purpose was “to exercise a general supervision over the Air Service as a whole, and to prepare
the way for larger changes and a more powerful, a better concentrated, and a more coherent
organisation in the future.”*® At the 28 November War Committee review of the air report, Air
Board President Curzon predictably argued that the Board itself should take over control of
airplane production, and, moreover, that an Imperial Air Service and a permanent Board or
ministry were desirable post-war outcomes for defence considerations.*’ DGMA Henderson

likewise wanted to see the Air Board, and not the Ministry of Munitions, assume responsibility
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for aircraft supply.*® The Army Council ultimately expected the RFC to gain control over long-
distance bombing operations, but was willing to entertain an independent air service if
necessary.* Montagu, who was in fact now the Minister of Munitions, naturally desired to
secure airplane supply responsibilities for his own department, and would be sure to support a
unified air force if the possibility arose.

Balfour’s counterarguments to Curzon’s proposals were forceful and convincing to
Asquith.*° Balfour did not want to relinquish control over the Air Department, the RNAS having
been declared a naval arm under his tenure, no different from the Royal Marines or the Coast
Guard. Balfour intended to keep aerial “invention, research, experiment, design, production,
inspection and finance” under Admiralty control,>! arguing that if supply was nevertheless to be
centralized it should be done so within the Ministry of Munitions and not the Air Board.>?
Curzon countered that the RNAS should be run by air men, the oblique reference being to
Commodore Sueter who had been demoted from head of the Air Department head to
Superintended for Aircraft Construction (SAC) by Balfour.>* On 7 December, however, Prime
Minister Asquith was superseded by David Lloyd George and First Lord Balfour by Sir Edward
Carson.>* Curzon resigned shortly afterwards, leaving chairmanship of the Air Board to Lord
Cowdray on 22 December.> Asquith had already decided, at the November 27" meeting of the
War Committee, that the Ministry of Munitions would become responsible for air supply, but
that the Air Board would allocate resources,>® and Lloyd George carried his policy through into

the new year’s War Cabinet, but not for long.>’
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Early in 1917 DAS Vaughan-Lee, the last pillar of opposition to unification from the Air
Department, was himself replaced by Commodore Godfrey Paine, who became the newly
created Fifth Sea Lord on 11 January.>® With the path cleared before him, Lord Cowdray now
oversaw the Air Board in its rise to power as an executive authority, the direct precursor to the
coming Air Ministry. Cowdray gained control over the important aero-engine production,>® but
his greatest victory was securing responsibility for the supply of airplane (and seaplane) design,
which was confirmed for the Air Board at the War Cabinet meeting of 1 February.®

These developments had the effect of disproportionately favouring the Army’s air
material requests: during the Arras campaign that April, Haig, and his RFC commander
Brigadier-General Trenchard, repeatedly requested more and newer airplanes, exactly as they
had done during the Somme offensive of 1916.5! As Malcolm Cooper phrased it, since “the bulk
of available aeronautical material was already being channelled towards the RFC in France... the

superimposition of a new procurement apparatus simply tended to institutionalize.”6?

No. 3 Wing Luxeuil

The inter-departmental struggle for control of air supply and organization during 1916 and 1917
was by no means simply an abstract exercise in political power jockeying and administrative
paper-pushing: an actual wing of naval bombers, to be designated RNAS No. 3 Wing,** had in
fact been assembled at Detling, in Kent. The Sopwith 1'% Strutter, capable of carrying four 65 b
bombs when the observer’s seat was replaced with a bomb bay, had been prototyped at the end
of 1915 and training on the bombers began in February 1916 with the intention that they would

be flown from England to attack steel factories in Essen and Dusseldorf beginning that May.%
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Squadron Commander Reginald ‘Reggie’ Marix oversaw the initial operational training
at Deling during February.® The operation to bomb Essen and Dusseldorf from Manston,
however, was abandoned due to diplomatic concerns regarding overflight of the Netherlands.
Another possibility, fortuitous for the Admiralty, was deploying No. 3 Wing for operations
alongside France’s own long-distance bombers, with the benefit that doing so would shield the
mission from Haig’s eyes at General Headquarters (GHQ).%® Chief of the Naval War Staff Rear
Admiral Sir Henry Oliver had his hand in this subterfuge, a “somewhat disingenuous”
deployment as Roskill described it.®” Oliver stated that “possibly the simplest way of doing it
[long-range bombing] would be to say nothing on this side but to make an arrangement with the
French and then do it.”%® Correspondingly, the Air Department despatched a construction team of
126 men to Luxeuil to prepare for No. 3 Wing’s arrival.®” In mid-June Wing Commander
Richard Bell Davies, VC, arrived at Manston to fly the Wing out to the Ochey and Luxeuil
aerodromes in the Nancy and Bourgogne-Franche-Comte regions.”® It was intended to build up
the Wing to an establishment of 55 aircraft: 35 bombers (20 Sopwith Strutters and 15 Shorts) and
20 Sopwith Strutter fighters.”!

Wing Commander William Leslie Elder, charged with commanding No. 3 Wing, met
with the French at the aviation department in Paris at the beginning of May.”? Elder had
previously been on Air Department duties organizing the Curtiss Aviation School in Toronto

during 1915,7% and before that he had occupied the important position of Inspecting Captain of
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Aircraft, essentially the Director Air Department’s deputy at the Sheerness Central Air Office.”*
A thoroughly experienced technician who had commanded torpedo boat and destroyer flotillas at
Portsmouth,” Elder possessed a flare for the exotic, having as a young lieutenant been “present
on the occasion of the bombardment and capture of the Sultan of Zanzibar’s palace,” on 27
August 1896, and having participated in the notorious Benin expedition alongside Reginald
Bacon, Arthur Vyvyan and Charles Lambe the following year.”®

Elder received approval to carry on with the Allied industrial bombing plan,”” and
assumed command of No. 3 Wing on 14 June with the rank of Acting Wing Captain.”® For
reasons of expediency, logistics, and combined effort, the French were to be in operational
control of the bombing program.” Elder’s first orders arrived on 27 July, instructing him to
attack strategic military targets in conjunction with the French.®® The first operation was in fact
carried out on the morning of 30 July, a raid in which three RNAS Sopwith 1'% Strutters flew
190 km to the benzene stores and barracks at Mulheim, where they dropped 520 1bs of 65 Ib
bombs, alongside the 1,200 lbs of 50 1b bombs and shells dropped by six French bombers of the
4™ Groupe de Bombardment - the three squadrons under the command of the popular artillerist
and pilot Capitaine Felix Happe, Elder’s French counterpart at Luxeuil.’!

A scheme was proposed to bomb the Hoboken Naval Works in Antwerp that August,®?
but poor weather combined with the War Office imperative during the Somme offensive to made
good RFC losses, instead resulted in the Air Department transferring to the BEF 62 Strutters and
thus delaying No. 3 Wing operations for three months as Elder bought French Breguet V
bombers to fill in.®3 Curzon had been behind this request for RNAS aircraft to supply Haig’s
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mincing machine,** and Trenchard was also keen to gain the new Short bombers and Sopwith
fighters, with their novel synchronized Vickers machine guns.®> The famous RNAS No. 8
Squadron, initially composed of Sopwith Strutter fighters, was transferred to RFC control on 26
October 1916, where it remained until the end of the war.®® As George Williams noted, “the
army’s demands for flying machines at the expense of No. 3 Wing began in late spring 1916 and
continued until the Wing was disbanded a year later.”®’

Given this concentration of material and manpower on the Somme, No. 3 Wing was
built-up as best it could be during the fall. The first 16 Short bombers arrived at Manston for
working up during July and August, although only two were ever flown out to Luxeuil.®® By
September No. 3 Wing’s two squadrons counted for 22 front-line aircraft, but of these only 12
were immediately available.?® The Wing at this time included 22 flight sub-lieutenants at
Manston and 14 at Luxeuil. Wing Captain Elder’s executive officer was Squadron Commander
Marix, supported by Flight Commanders C. M. Murphy, C. Draper and G. L. Thomson, plus
Lieutenant J. D. Newberry. There were a number of distinguished aviators in this group,
including Lieutenant Commander Felix Samson and Flight Sub-Lieutenant Raymond Collishaw,
the latter specializing in the Short bombers at Manston.”® Wing Commander Richard Bell Davies
at Luxeuil was overseeing operations.”! Lieutenant Lord Tiverton, who had specialized in

bombsite design during 1915, was the Armament Officer.”? Three assistant paymasters were
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enough to provide financing and accounting for the entire wing. Squadron Commander Charles
E. H. Rathbone, RMLI, previously the commanding officer of RNAS stations Redcar and
Eastbourne, and one of the original first class at the Central Flying School (CFS) Upavon,
arrived late in November.”?

Generalissimo Joseph Joffre’s Grand Quartier General (GQG) had been contemplating
an air raid against the Oberndorf Mauser works since August 1916, and on 3 September the order
for the strike arrived from Lieutenant Colonel Barres, Capitaine Happe’s superior at the aviation
department. The weather at Luxeuil however did not clear until 12 October, at which time fifteen
RNAS 1Y Strutters, out of a total 55 French and British aircraft (40 bombers and 15 fighters),
flew the 200 km to the target and dropped 3,867 lbs of bombs.** The raiders encountered poor
weather and strong German resistance,” with interceptors and anti-aircraft fire resulting in the
loss of nine aircraft, six French and three British, losses that were heavy enough to convince the
French, but not the British, to switch to night bombing.”® The raid scattered bombs over a wide
area, with the town of Oberndorf reporting 27 civilian casualties and seven deaths.”’

On 23 October two flights of Sopwith bombers from Red Squadron at Ochey, escorted by
six fighters, again together with the French, dropped 3,000 1bs of bombs on the Hagendingen
steel works, and disabled three of the five blast furnaces there, despite heavy anti-aircraft fire.®
The Volklingen steel works were bombed on 10 November,” and the St. Ingbert steel works on
the 12, No. 3 Wing bombed the Dillingen blast furnaces with 2,000 Ibs of bombs on 24
November,!% but with minimal impact on production.!! The last No. 3 Wing raid of the year

was carried out on 27 December, again targeting the Dillingen blast furnaces, but the 2,340 Ibs

%3 Service record of Charles Edward Henry Rathbone, ADM 273/2

%4 Howlett, Development of British Naval Aviation., p. 140-1. Elder to Admiralty, Report on bombing of
Oberndorf, 12 October 1916, TNA AIR 1/111. Captain W. L. Elder, report of 12 October 1916, in No. 3
Wing RNAS, Report on Bomb Raids carried out on Industrial Areas in Saar Valley in Germany with combats
with enemy and summary of operations, July 1916 — March 1917, TNA AIR 1/648/17/122/397

% Flight Sub-Lieutenants J. A. Glen, F. C. Armstrong, R. Collishaw, Raid on Oberndorf, 12 October 1916,
TNA AIR 1/111

% Williams, Biplanes And Bombsights., p. 13. Jones, Origins of Strategic Bombing., p. 113-4.

%7 Elder to Admiralty, Report on bombing of Oberndorf, 12 October 1916, TNA AIR 1/111

%8 Report of Operations No. 20, Naval Staff Operations Division, Royal Naval Air Service Operations Reports:
November 1915 to June 1917, 1-36, vol. 1, 3 vols. (Uckfield: Naval & Military Press, 2018)., p. 99. Howlett,
Development of British Naval Aviation., p. 141

9 Howlett, Development of British Naval Aviation., p. 141. Jones, War In The Air, Vol. IL., p. 453

190 yones, War In The Air, Vol. II., p. 453

100 Williams, Biplanes And Bombsights., p. 20-1. Wing Captain Elder to Admiralty, 25 November 1916, TNA
AIR 1/111

13



that were dropped only landed on the outskirts of the factory.!°? Operations during the winter
were particularly difficult given the poor weather and extreme cold at low-oxygen altitudes of
10,000 feet or more. Both man and machine were impacted, the cold inflicting frostbite, jamming
guns, and freezing everything from motor oil to navigational compasses.!%

The Wing expanded over the winter: October, November and December brought the
arrival of additional Strutters, 21 aircraft altogether,'%* building the naval bombing force up to 47
machines by the end of the year despite the loss of the majority of the Short bombers to the RFC
in November. The Handley Page bombers, as we have seen, were entering service at Manston
between July and August 1916, at which time the Handley Page Squadron of the first four
prototypes was assembled under Squadron Commander John. T. Babington, one of the three
original Friedrichshafen raid pilots from 21 November 1914.1%° Babington flew the Handley
Page Squadron to Ochey on 4 November 1916,'% but the harsh winter prevented operations until
March 1917.197 On the other side of the ledger, the Germans established a Home Air Defence
Command in October 1916, and were clearly taking the matter of air defence seriously.!%®

Although the Wing renewed its bombing campaign in January and February 1917, a
lethal combination of opposition from the Cowdray Air Board and Field Marshal Haig politically
doomed the RNAS strategic bombing effort. The tipping point arrived at the beginning of March,
just as the Wing was preparing for operations with its expanded force, now built up to 50 pilots
and 55 operational machines.!?” Haig, as the official historian Henry Jones phrased it, “objected
to an independent naval air detachment operating from French soil against what he considered to
be military targets.”!!® The BEF C-in-C had forwarded his complaints to the War Office on 1
November 1916, who then forwarded Haig’s concerns on to the Admiralty. DAS Vaughan-Lee
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saw this letter, but the Admiralty made no response until 4 March 1917, despite repeated War
Office inquiries.'!!

With Balfour and Vaughan-Lee out of the Admiralty in January, Trenchard, Henderson,
and Fifth Sea Lord Paine, together informed Haig that the Admiralty was willing to disband No.
3 Wing so that the machines could be repurposed by the RFC. Haig redoubled his opposition to
the bombing offensive, and, in a crucial letter of 24 February, the day before No. 3 Wing
bombed the Burbach ironworks with 1,690 Ibs, derided its effectives against industry.!!? Curzon,
under Lloyd George acting as Lord President of the Council and member of the War Cabinet,
was still battling with the Admiralty, now under the leadership of Carson and Jellicoe.'!® But the
Navy was decidedly distracted by the imperative to increase air support for the anti-U-boat
campaign, and Carson was not the astute political infighter that Balfour had been.!'* With
prospects of becoming Air Minister, and with Churchill waiting in the wings, Curzon supported
Haig when he complained about the Luxeuil Wing’s independence from BEF command. On
March 7, three days after 20 of No. 3 Wing’s planes dropped 2,600 Ibs on the Burbach
ironworks, the drawdown began: six planes, 19 pilots and 100 ratings were transferred to Wing
Captain Charles Lambe’s U-boat base bombing effort at RNAS Dunkirk, which was gradually
built up during the course of the war and in 1918 became a powerful RAF bombing force before
being replace by the United States Navy’s bombers.!!> On 25 March 1917 No. 3 Wing was
unceremoniously ordered to disband,!!® although action on this decision was delayed until a
retaliation bombing raid could be carried out against Freiburg, explicitly in response to U-boat

sinkings of three hospital ships.'!’
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The Freiburg raid was carried out in broad daylight on 14 April by 23 planes from No. 3
Wing supported by 15 French aircraft. Earlier that morning, two Handley Page bombers took off
on individual raids against Hagendingen (blast furnaces) and Chambley (aerodrome),
pugnaciously concluding No. 3 Wing industrial bombing operations.!!® Over the course of its
bombing campaign, between the first raid of 30 July 1916 and the Handley Page and Freiburg
missions of 14 April 1917, No. 3 Wing flew 18 missions and dropped 38,567 lbs of bombs with
an average bomb load of approximately 2,150 Ibs per raid.!!® This 17 tons of bombs should be
compared with the 110 tons dropped on England by Gotha and Gaint bombers between May
1917 and May 1918, the 292 tons dropped by the RFC on the Somme between 1 July and 17
November 1916, and the 660 tons dropped by the 415 Wing and IAF between October 1917-
November 1918.120

Some damage was certainly inflicted on Germany’s war industries, but the tendency, as
German sources and post-war bombing surveys by the US Air Service and the Air Ministry
indicate, was for the and Air Department’s after-action reports to inflate the impact of the
raids.!?! Williams noted that of the five missions flown against blast furnaces, at St. Ingbert,
Dillingen and Hadendingen, four had no real impact on the civilian workforce.!?? The Burbach
ironworks were bombed four times between 23 January and 22 March 1917, but no air raids
were recorded in the factory logs after the 23 January attack until October 1917.!2 The reporting
of excessive results due to frustratingly imprecise wartime bomb damage assessments, and a
tendency to project concerns about the impact of bombing attacks on London, led directly to

inflated reports of the Wing’s effectiveness against civilian workforce morale.!?*
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Haig’s criticism of the No. 3 Wing mission, and Trenchard and Henderson’s strong
opposition to naval strategic bombing, should not mask the fact that, given the political pressure
for air service unification and retaliation, the RFC would now be required to undertake the long-
distance bombing mission itself. The RFC’s outlays presented at the War Office meeting of 21
June correspondingly proposed an increase from 108 squadrons to 200, of which 40 would be
long-distance bombing squadrons.'?> The War Cabinet meeting later that week raised the issue of
retaliation for the Gotha raids, a subject also discussed after the Gotha bombing of London on 7
July. At this meeting it was resolved to launch a retaliatory raid against Mannheim, only 100
miles behind the front lines, as soon as the appropriate bombing force could be organized.!?® The
chemical gas works at Mannheim had been a target considered by No. 3 Wing,'?” but was now
put forward without evident enthusiasm by Field Marshal Haig, who was angling to keep
whatever bombing was going to take place under his control.'?® From Haig’s perspective it was
far better to gain a long-distance bombing force for offensive action against the enemy’s forces
and logistics, than to lose additional fighter squadrons to the Home Defence command of Sir
John French,'?® a position supported by Lieutenant-General Henderson, Major-General
Trenchard, and Fifth Sea Lord Godfrey Paine.!*° These last three believed “it would be possible
to begin bombing on a considerable scale by next Spring [1918],” but that in the immediate term,
“even if it were possible to organise a bombing force by October of this year, very little value
would be obtained from it before the Spring,” due to the weather.!3! Their draft report elaborated

that “the Naval Air Service have, at present, no aeroplanes which could assist in such an
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operation” an incredulous statement considering that No. 3 Wing had been disbanded not much
more than two months prior.!3?

As Neville Jones put it, “by the spring of 1917 the leaders of the Flying Corps had
achieved all their aims in their dispute with the Admiralty. They had caused the bombing wing at
Luxeuil to be disbanded and had secured from the Navy four fully equipped fighting squadrons
and a large number of aero-engines.”!** Malcolm Cooper wrote that “the navy had effectively

surrendered its claim to an equal voice in Britain’s air councils.”!3*

The 41° Wing, Air Ministry, and Independent Air Force

The Gotha bombing campaign, with its deadly daylight attacks on Kent and Folkstone on 26
May and on London on 13 June and 7 July, changed the calculus.'*> The Lloyd George coalition,
already beset as it was with the perils of the U-boat crisis and the impending collapse of Russia,
wanted quick answers to the air defence issue, and the independent air advocates now saw their
chance.!3® Lloyd George appointed his fixer, South African Defence Minister Lieutenant-General
Jan Smuts, to find solutions.!*” Smuts’ first report of 19 July focused on the air defence of
London,!3® but three days prior Lloyd George had offered Churchill, who in June had been a

subject of press speculation regarding possible presidency of the Air Board,!'*® the position of
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either Air Minister or Minister or Munitions, with Churchill favouring the latter.!*° It should be
of no surprise then that Smuts’ second report of 17 August confirmed that government policy
would be to realize the creation of “a real Air Ministry responsible for all air organisation and
operations.”*! On 30 July the Air Board approved the construction of 100 Handley Page
bombers, plus three of the proposed super-heavy Type V1500s.!4?

John Sweetman and Malcolm Cooper agree that Smuts was merely providing leverage for
the decision Lloyd George had already made to unify the services and create the Air Ministry.!*
Lord Milner, in particular, played a key role in pushing through the Air Ministry’s formation,
and the Admiralty, now under the technocratic guidance of First Lord Eric Geddes, was
undergoing a period of reform during September and October that culminated on 24 December in
the sacking of Jellicoe as First Sea Lord and was unable or unwilling to prevent the seemingly
inevitable process of air unification.!** The formation of the Air Ministry was hastened by
Germany’s transition to night bombing with Gotha and Gaint bombers during September,!4°
which RNAS fighters stationed at England’s coastal air stations and at Dunkirk could not
intercept due to the minimal number of naval night fighters available.!* The War Cabinet duly
approved Mr. Long’s Air Force Bill on 6 November, formalizing the creation of the Air
Ministry.'4’

Key figures from the Royal Navy and Air Department who supported unification for the
purposes of long-distance bombing included DAS Vaughan-Lee’s former deputy, Assistant
Direction Air Services Wing Captain Arthur V. Vyvyan, who had not abandoned the prospect of

long-range bombing despite the demise of No. 3 Wing. Lieutenant Commander Lord Tiverton,
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strategic bombing expert and No. 3 Wing Armaments Officer afterwards attached to the naval
section of the British Aviation Commission in Paris, was another important Royal Navy advocate
of independent air power. In April and September 1917 Tiverton prepared papers for Vyvyan to
present at the Air Board on the practicalities of long-distance bombing.!® Rear Admiral Mark
Kerr, a maverick air power radical who was also serving on the Air Board, presented dire
prognostications of huge bombing fleets paralyzing Britain’s vital centres if the government did
not act first.!#? This fifth column of Royal Navy air power advocates was rounded out by
Commodore Murray Sueter, who hoped the Air Ministry would welcome his technical expertise.
On 1 January 1918 Vyvyan became Assistant Chief of the Air Staff, and Kerr was made Deputy
Chief. Sueter, who had been relieved of command as a result of a very improper indiscretion
related to his claim for developing the tank,!>° was blacklisted from transferring to the RAF and
thus received neither pudding nor pie.!>!

The imperative for retaliation became critical with in the inception of the Gotha and
Gaint night bombing raids between 4 September and 2 October 1917. Smuts, whose committee
on 3 September was expanded with the inclusion of Minister of Munitions Churchill,!>? and
encouraged by the War Cabinet’s resolution on 5 September “that we must carry the aerial war

into Germany, not merely on the ground of reprisal,”!>?

circulated an analysis of home defence
options to the War Cabinet on 6 September, wherein the pertinent conclusion was that “we can
only defend this island effectively against air attacks by offensive measures, by attacking the
enemy in his air bases on the Continent and in that way destroying his power of attacking us
across the Channel.”!* At the zenith of irony, on 2 October 1917, Chief of the Imperial General
Staff (CIGS) Field Marshal Sir William Robertson, following on from the agreement of the War

Cabinet the previous day, now sought out Trenchard to try to get Haig to commit one squadron
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of bombers to the retaliatory long-range bombing project.!>> On 15 October the War Cabinet
resolved that “immediate arrangements should be made for the conduct of long-range offensive
operations against German towns where factories existed for the production of munitions of all
kinds.” An Air Policy Committee was established with Smuts, Derby, Geddes and Cowdray
taking charge.!%¢

The RFC began to assemble its long-distance bombing force in the Nancy area, in fact at
No. 3 Wing’s former Ochey aerodrome.!>” First Lord of the Admiralty Geddes attached eight to
ten Handley Page night bombers in the form of No. 16 Squadron (Squadron Commander K. S.
Savroy), which had been detached from anti-submarine operations on the Yorkshire coast and
assembled at Manston.!>® Trenchard committed 40-50 crated DH4s that otherwise were to have
been sent to Russia, which in turn allowed RFC Squadrons No. 55 (day bombing DH4s) and No.
100 (night bombing FE2bs) to be transferred to the incipient long-distance force.!> At the
beginning of October Trenchard was ordered to deploy the force as soon as possible, which he
designated the 41%* Wing, and picked for command Lieutenant-Colonel (future Chief of the Air
Staff) C. L. N. Newall.'®® Between June 1917 and January 1918 the 415 Wing carried out 53.5%
of its sorties against industrial targets such as blast furnaces and chemical works, with the
remaining effort being directed against operational targets such as enemy aerodromes and
railway exchanges. 6!

Lloyd George, shoring up his political allies for the coming 1918 phase of the war, had in
mind Lord Northcliffe, Daily Mail and The Times press baron, and a fierce antagonist of the soon
to depart First Sea Lord Jellicoe,!¢? as the first Air Minister. But when Northcliffe refused this
offer by indiscreetly publishing it in The Times on 16 November, Lord Cowdray immediately

resigned.!® On the 23 November Lord Rothermere, Northcliffe’s brother, was instead made Air
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Minister, and on 3 January 1918 the Air Council was constituted, including such critical air
power advocates as Lieutenant-General Sir David Henderson as Vice President, Sir William
Weir as Director-General of Aircraft Production at the Ministry of Munitions, Commodore Paine
as Master-General of Personnel and Rear Admiral Mark Kerr as Deputy Chief of the Air Staff.
Trenchard himself became the first Chief of the Air Staff (CAS).!64

Deliveries of engines and airframes were expected to increase dramatically during
1918.1% Six new National Aircraft Factories commenced production between January and April,
and 2,374 BHP and Fiat engines were purchased from France. In Britain, 3,711 Hispano-Suiza
and Sunbeam Arab and 2,486 Clerget and Bentley engines had been built by June 1918,% and
production was expanded at Rolls-Royce, whose 8,342 workers ultimately produced 6,554
engines, including 4,080 Eagles (250-375 hp) and 1,969 Falcons (190-250 hp) during the war. !¢’
The United States gradually ramped up production of its mass produced Liberty engine (200-300
hp), of which the Air Board and Air Ministry ordered 5,500 but only 1,050 were actually
delivered before American demand completely swallowed supply.'®®

The first Air Council did not last long, as CAS Trenchard found himself in an intractable
feud with Air Minister Rothermere. The heart of the matter was that Rothermere, a strong
advocate of independent air power, did not agree with Trenchard’s policy of funneling resources
to the Western Front in support of Haig.!%® Unable to reconcile their differences, Trenchard
resigned on 19 March, but was willing to delay until April so that the RAF could at least be
formed first.!”® On 13 April Rothermere then accepted Trenchard’s resignation and immediately
appointed Wing Captain, now Brigadier-General, Frederick Sykes as Chief of the Air Staff.!”!
DGMA Henderson, an old antagonist of Sykes, resigned from the Army Council less than a

week later, and Rothermere, himself the subject of increasing criticism for this series of
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reversals, resigned on 25 April.!”? Sir William Weir, now Lord Weir of Eastwood, was appointed
Air Minister on 1 May.!” It was the Sykes-Weir team that oversaw the formation of the RAF
and the application of long-range bombing as major Allied policy until the armistice.!”*

To execute the long-distance bombing mission the War Cabinet envisioned, on 6 June
Sykes advanced 41 Wing CO Lieutenant-Colonel Newall to Brigadier-General and appointed
him to command of the Eighth Brigade (of which the 41%' Wing was the only component at first),
as the core of the newly formed Independent Air Force (IAF) within the RAF. Sykes appointed
none other than his predecessor as CAS, Major-General Trenchard to command the IAF. The
latter, for his part, promptly employed this formidable instrument of air power in support of the
BEF, primarily by bombing enemy communications, as was his established practice from his
years working with Haig.!”®> No. 216 Squadron, the naval bombing unit attached to the 415 Wing,
was joined by No. 215 Squadron on 4 July 1918 as part of the RAF’s 83" Wing, Eighth Brigade.
The two naval squadrons worked alongside No. 100 Squadron as night bombers, and the whole
force was concentrated at Autreville on 19 August.!”® The 415 Wing and TAF flew 508 raids
between October 1917 and November 1918, of which only 172 were against targets actaully
inside Germany.!”’

Under Trenchard’s command No. 216 Squadron primarily bombed railway junctions and
enemy aerodromes, the Squadron’s effort accounting for 27% (176.5 tons) of the IAF’s total
bomb tonnage.!”® Moderate to considerable damage was judged to have been inflicted on railway
junctions.!” The two naval squadrons bombed the Metz-Sabon railway junction 36 times, and
dropped 220 tons on enemy aerodromes.'® Although considerable damage was done to the

Burbach, Carlshutte, Dillingen and Rombach blast furnaces, there was little real loss of
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production.'8! The story was the same for the targeted chemical works and other industrial

centres.!82As historian Richard Overy observed, Trenchard’s use of the IAF “was not what Weir
and Sykes had had in mind,”!®3 and Malcolm Cooper stated baldly, “Trenchard was the last man
to foster the growth of independent spirit within the RAF.”!84 The Air Ministry soon found itself
battling for control of the IAF against both Haig and the French, the latter who wanted the entire

Allied bombing force placed at Supreme Commander Foch’s disposal.!8’

Conclusion

From the Zeppelin shed raids of 1914 to the dedicated industrial bombing of No. 3 Wing in
1916-17, the RNAS pioneered long-distance strategic bombing. Despite losing the battle for
control over British long-distance bombing to the Air Board and War Office, the Navy
contributed squadrons to the RFC’s long-distance bombing 41 Wing, and later the IAF. The
Royal Navy, in conjunction with the French and in response to Germany’s Zeppelin and Gotha
raids, operationalized the concept of strategic bombing against the enemy’s industrial centres.
First Lords of the Admiralty Churchill and Balfour, and their Air Department directors
Commodore Sueter and Rear Admiral Vaughan-Lee, were logically extending the Navy’s
traditional maritime coastal strike and blockade roles to territories and industries that had
hitherto been beyond the range of direct attack. That the Air Ministry came to champion these

roles is a historical irony not lost on the Royal Navy.
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