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INTRODUCTION

Although the First World War ended with the existence of an independent
air force in Britain, the majority of the work undertaken in the air during
the war had been in aiding the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) to defeat
Germany. One of the major developments in air power that came out of
the First World War was in its application at the strategic level, through
attacks on the German homeland. These attacks had been limited in both
scale and damage done but they sowed the seeds for how the Royal Air
Force (RAF) would look to develop air power in the future. During the
interwar period, army support tasks, such as close air support, battlefield
air interdiction and artillery spotting and reconnaissance were relatively
neglected in comparison to the thinking on how to apply air power at the
higher levels of war.

At the outbreak of the First World War in 1914, the newly created Royal
Flying Corps (RFC) was not held in high regard by the army authorities
who were to control its missions.! Aircraft, however, were to prove their
use in the earliest campaigns of the war when they were initially used in a
reconnaissance role. As the accuracy of aircraft reports were verified they
were relied upon more and more in this function, and in spotting for artil-
lery,? so much so that new aircraft designed by the RFC were constructed
with army co-operation in mind.? They were able to provide ‘invaluable
sources of intelligence from as early as 19 August [1914]” and were able
to detect the famous gap between the German First and Second Armies
into which the BEF advanced, attacking and halting the German advance.*
This was confirmed by further air reconnaissance that ‘revealed that von
Kluck’s [the German First Army Commander]| change of plan had left
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viii INTRODUCTION

his right flank exposed, [and] an opportunity presented itself for coun-
ter-attack’.® This counter-attack manifested itself in the ‘Miracle of the
Marne’. Hyde has described the priorities assigned to the RFC as “first[ly]
reconnaissance and secondly fighting’.® Air power was employed in both
tactical and strategic roles by both the British and the German air forces
by the end of conflict.”

One of the first major uses of tactical air power during the First World
War had been the interdiction operations conducted by the Second and
Third Wings RFC on 10 March 1915 at Neuve Chappelle. During this
operation, German reserves moving around the Lille-Menin—Courtrai
arca were bombed as they made their way up to the front lines.® The first
operational order for the use of close air support for troop movements was
at the Battle of Arras in April 1917.° Aircraft of the RFC were detailed to
attack ‘obstacles in the path of the advancing infantry’.!® The opening of
the third Battle of Ypres saw further refinement of close air support in the
attacks made at Arras. Peter Simkins writes that ‘RFC single-seater squad-
rons were detailed to give direct help to the infantry by making low-level
attacks on German positions and troop concentrations with machine guns
and 251b Cooper bombs’.!!

As the First World War descended into a mire of trench warfare, the
REC was able to conduct observation and reconnaissance missions over
static front lines, giving the relatively inexperienced Corps time and
opportunity to improve operational effectiveness.!? The role the RFC was
expected to play also increased as the conditions of static warfare allowed
greater accuracy for the spotting of artillery shots.!* This role in particu-
lar was to teach the RFC (and subsequently the RAF) the importance of
denying the enemy the freedom to conduct similar reconnaissance and
artillery support tasks themselves. This prevented the German air force
from discovering troop concentrations prior to an attack and from con-
ducting effective reconnaissance for their own offensive actions.!*

In improving successful tactical operations, the RFC developed commu-
nication techniques to correct the fall of shot whilst aircraft were still in
the air.'® One of these was the Central Wireless Station, ‘established in late
1916 as part of the efforts to improve the standard air-artillery co-operation.
These provided a logical solution to the problem of directing attack aircraft
against targets encountered by corps machines’.!® Observation was of vital
importance to higher commands who found themselves out of touch with
the tactical situation of battles they were responsible for conducting. “The
senior RFC officer in the field would be expected to have a headquarters
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[HQ] close to that of the general headquarters [GHQ]’ in order to provide
the Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) with timely tactical information.!” Aerial
reconnaissance had improved to such an extent that ‘by the end of 1917,
photographic reconnaissance was in the need of only small refinement,
mainly in the field of producing more efficient and effective cameras’.!8

As more tactical air support operations were conducted, more experi-
ence was gained and assimilated quickly within the RFC, a remarkable
feat when it is remembered that no official thinking or guidelines existed
for pilots tasked with ground support operations.! Despite this lack of
official doctrine, the ground attack role gathered pace during 1916 and
when compared to the German air force, the support provided was ‘gen-
erally effective, not least in terms of delivery of fire-power in lieu of artil-
lery’.?® Recent research has noted, however, that despite the lack of any
official guidance the RFC’s training manuals did discuss tactical methods
and demonstrate the aggressive nature of the Corps.?! Aircraft from 21
Squadron were used in both interdiction and close air support roles during
the opening phase of the Somme offensive in 1916.2* Jordan has argued
that this form of support lacked any real effectiveness, aside from com-
parisons against the German air force, until 1917—*‘when ground attack
missions involved the delivery of bombs in a manner far different from the
speculative raids that had been carried out previously’.?® Further to this,
Jordan claims that due to the limited technological development of bombs
the Germans found these raids were a ‘source of inconvenience ... rather
than providing a devastating blow’.?* Close air support operations, due to
their nature of low altitude attacks against ground troops firing back, as
well as the close co-operation required with friendly ground troops, meant
that the results obtained ‘were disappointing when compared with the
losses sustained’.?® This was one of the factors that hampered development
of this kind of offensive operation during the interwar years.

Even with the formation of the RAF as an independent air force, there
was little change in the focus of operations, although there was a public
outcry for air attacks to be conducted against German territory after air
raids over Britain in 1917.26 The use of aircraft to attack the British civil-
ian population by the German air force shattered the illusion the British
public had about the immunity they took for granted.?” An Independent
Force (IF), headed by the future Chief of the Air Staff (CAS), Sir Hugh
Trenchard was created to fulfil this role. At this time, Trenchard was
more in favour of aircraft conducting a tactical rather than an indepen-
dent strategic role. However, with the end of the First World War and
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the independence of the RAF at stake, he saw the benefits an indepen-
dently led and organised air force could bring.?® He also understood
the potential impact that aircraft could have when used in a strategic
capacity.?®

The RAF in 1918 was a force equipped to conduct a variety of army
co-operation missions with a reasonable degree of success although the
casualty rates for missions such as close support were still restrictively high
with losses running up to thirty per cent.®® Between July 1916 and 11
November 1918 the RAF, including the IF, ‘destroyed or brought down
7,054 enemy aircraft, dropped 6,942 tons of bombs, flew over 900,000
hours (nearly 103 years), and fired over 10% million rounds at ground
targets’.®! They were experienced in close air support missions in both
an offensive and defensive situation.?? Interdiction roles had been widely
developed and were seen to be highly effective in preventing the flow of
matériel and reinforcements along enemy supply routes. It was in this
role that the RAF was the most effective during the last major offensives
launched by the German army in the spring of 1918.% An article pub-
lished by the Journal of the Royal United Services Institute (JRUSI) in
1934 went as far as to argue that the strategical [ sic] operations conducted
had been of ‘high value’.?* The war, however, had not continued long
enough after the formation of the IF for these strategic bombing missions
to have any real and noticeable effect,® but a platform had been built, one
from which it would be possible to improve the RAF’s ability to support
the army in the field in areas from tactical air support to artillery spotting.

When investigating the impact of aircraft on the battlefield in support
of the Third Army in the last one hundred days of the First World War,
Jonathan Boft states that ‘news brought by contact patrols ... was gener-
ally only 24 minutes out of date’. Of more interest to a study of this nature
is the conclusion he puts forward that ‘no single doctrine applied [to air
support controls and procedures| across all the British armies’.?® This con-
clusion can have a significant impact on the interpretation of events of the
interwar period, especially when taken against the counter-arguments put
forward by David Jordan: ‘By the end of the First World War, the BEF
and the RAF had developed an extremely high degree of cooperation [ sic]
that added considerably to the potency of the BEF as the war drew to a
close’.3” Jordan has further enforced Richard Hallion’s views on the doc-
trine applied by the RFC in the First World War. This included different
aircraft being employed in different roles on the battlefield such as the
use of Sopwith Camels ‘operating at medium altitudes for protection of
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reconnaissance, liaison, artillery spotting, and ground-attack flights’.3% As
can be seen, whether or not the RAF had a single unified doctrine for the
support of ground troops by aircraft is still subject to much intense debate,
as is whether the writings of the RFC and RAF can actually be considered
doctrine in the first place.

The relative neglect of air power at the tactical and operational levels
of war soured relations between the RAF and the army in Britain. This
situation was not fully resolved until 1944 when the RAF was able to dem-
onstrate what it had learned in offensive operations against the Germans
on the European continent. The RAF’s tactical knowledge was based on
two things—experiments conducted in Britain, and the refinement of
key aspects of these experiments in operations against the enemy in the
Western Desert between 1942 and 1943. The development of an Army
Co-operation Command (ACC) was at the heart of this learning process
in Britain and it was vital to transforming the understanding of the army
of the operational-level impact of tactical air power. It also developed con-
cepts that transformed warfare and which were applied by British forces in
many different theatres during the Second World War.

There has been an increase in the interest in tactical air power evolution
by historians over the past two decades, with a particular emphasis on the
developments made in both a single and joint service context during the
Second World War. Research has also been conducted on how tactical air
power was developed from humble origins in 1914 to an advanced state
in 1918. Despite the interest shown in tactical air power development in
the Second World War, there has been little focus on the organisation cre-
ated by the RAF in 1940 to further its development in Britain—the Army
Co-operation Command mentioned above. One the major factors for this
lack of interest is that as a non-operational command, ACC could only
develop ideas in theory and through experimentation. Once this stage of
the ideas development process had been completed, ACC’s work ceased
and it was continued by operational commands of the RAF. For example,

The focus of the majority of these studies has been on the developments
made by the RAF’s WDAF under Air Marshal Sir Arthur Tedder and Air
Vice-Marshal Sir Arthur ‘Mary’ Coningham. That the focus has been in
this area is not surprising. Ideas about how to provide impromptu air sup-
port for ground forces were further refined by the WDAF in operations
against the enemy. It was also in this desert theatre that new aircraft were
developed, for example the Hurri-bomber, to provide close air support.
Focusing on the WDAF and its work in overseas theatres has overshadowed
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the achievements of Army Co-operation Command—this book will redress
this current imbalance.

It has been argued that very little was done to develop tactical air power
during the Second World War,* but the work of the ACC, undertaken
in difficult circumstances and without support from the RAF as a whole,
did much to transform thinking on the subject. This book will shed new
light on the topic by focusing not only on ACC as a stand-alone command
but also by placing the organisation within its historical and geographical
context. It will demonstrate the full role played by ACC in developing the
tactical air support method that would form part of the basic system used
in north-west Europe and Italy.

One of the major grievances of the army from 1918 until the creation
of Army Co-operation Command in late 1940 was the lack of a special-
ised higher command formation within the RAF to work with the army to
develop further the air support systems that had been created through the
hard work of the First World War. The formation that did deal with army
support was located at the Group (No. 22 Group) and not Command level.
The lack of such a formation became even more pronounced when the RAF
created formations based on a mono-role structure in 1936.*° There were
also fundamental disagreements between the two services over the nature
of air support that should be provided. When the lessons of the First World
War were codified by the RAF, the fundamental principle identified was
that control of the air over the battlefield was the key to providing any form
of air support. Once this had been achieved, the RAF felt that battlefield
air interdiction, the use of air power to seal off the battlefield from enemy
reserves and matériel, should be utilised. The army believed that aircraft
should be used primarily in a close air support role, to attack enemy forces
engaged with or in close proximity to friendly troops. They further felt that
they should have their own organic air force available to provide this form
of air support as and when they felt it was required.*!

This fundamental disagreement appeared almost as soon as the fight-
ing on the Western Front had finished. The lack of focus on support for
land forces occurred for a number of reasons that will be explored in more
depth in the following chapter, but they can be briefly stated as follows:
there was a fundamental disagreement between the RAF and the army
over the nature of air support that should be provided; the RAF was fight-
ing for its very existence; the economic and political situation facing the
governments of the interwar period meant that the development and
rearmament of the services was politically difficult; and the state of the
aviation industry meant the development of specialist army co-operation
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aircraft was low on the list of priorities given the strategic situation of the
mid to late 1930s.

In an effort to prevent itself from being disbanded (with an inevitable
return to the pre-April 1918 situation of an RFC attached to the army and
a Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) attached to the Royal Navy, the RAF
emphasised an application of air power that only it, as an independent air
service, could provide. It was also felt by many in the Air Ministry that
the application of air power at a strategic level, targeting an enemy home-
land, could prevent a repeat of the carnage of the Western Front in the
First World War. This emphasis on the strategic application of air power,
however, would inevitably lead to disagreements between the RAF and
the army. The latter felt that without the necessary and in their view ‘cor-
rect’ form of air support in future conflicts against a first-rate continental
opponent, they would find themselves at a severe disadvantage.*?

The fundamental argument that will be put forward in this book is that
Army Co-operation Command aided the development of tactical air sup-
port to a greater extent than has previously been recognised by historians
in this field. ACC was helped in this success through the work of staft
officers who had experienced the difficulties of conducting air support in
France in 1940—key problems in how to conduct impromptu air support
were highlighted and guided ACC’s thinking in this area. The Command
also fostered good relations between RAF and army officers at the lower
command levels. These good relations allowed trials and experiments to be
conducted between ACC and certain parts of the army, such as the School
of Artillery. This was further helped by the fact that the commander of
ACC, Air Marshal Sir Arthur ‘Ugly’ Barratt, was a former artillery officer.

The book is laid out as follows. Chap. 1 explores the development of
close air support in Britain during the interwar period from the doctrinal
base left at the end of the First World War. It starts with analysis of the
joint work by the RAF and army in furthering a common intellectual basis
through training exercises conducted in Britain. The annual reports of
these training exercises are used to demonstrate the state and development
of thinking in this area. The problems faced by the RAF in this period
between the world wars further highlight the reasoning for the relative
neglect of tactical air power. The role of the RAF in policing the empire
forms the final section in this chapter. Contemporary reports of the use
of air power around the empire are drawn upon to demonstrate how the
RAF operated in these areas both independently and with ground forces.

Chapter 2 examines how the doctrine created during the interwar
period was applied during the first major operation of the Second World
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War in France and Belgium in 1940. This chapter also looks at how agen-
cies created to conduct this support were formed and then re-formed in
various guises prior to being engaged on active operations. One of these
was the Air Observation Post (Air OP) Squadron and the beginnings of
its development are discussed in this chapter as they provide the context
required when the organisation’s further development is analysed (fre-
quently in subsequent chapters). Finally, the chapter considers the reports
written by Lord Gort, C-in-C of the BEF, and Barratt who commanded
the RAF in the immediate aftermath of the fighting in France, to contex-
tualise the atmosphere in which army co-operation was created.

Chapter 3 examines the investigations launched in Britain after the
fighting in France. Extreme pressure was applied to the RAF to change
its attitude towards army co-operation, primarily from the army itself. The
work undertaken to improve the RAF’s ability to conduct air support in
the field, work continued by the ACC, is reviewed. This is followed by an
examination of the creation of ACC itself, in order to keep the chrono-
logical nature of the book, including how it was created and the RAF’s
motivations for doing so.

Chapter 4 explains how ACC went about fulfilling its role through
1941. It considers the changes made by the Command’s head, Barratt, to
allow the Command to function as efficiently and effectively as possible.
Barratt’s position, as well as his relationships with others in the RAF, is
also scrutinised in this section as it further highlights the position of the
Command. This is an aspect of ACC that has not been analysed in litera-
ture currently available on tactical air power development in Britain during
the Second World War. Also in this chapter, the role of ACC working
with the army to develop the Air OP Squadron is studied as it highlights
what the Command was capable of when allowed a freer rein in its role.
Exercises held throughout the year to prepare both the army and the RAF
to conduct air support operations is also subject to analysis. To highlight
the strategic context within which ACC was working, the steps taken in
preparation to conduct anti-invasion operations are also discussed. Aircraft
requirements for conducting both the exercises and anti-invasion measures
form the final part of the chapter. The major events of the Middle East in
1941 are also mentioned to demonstrate the setbacks and developments
taking place overseas in active operations against the Wehrmacht.

Chapter 5 continues the examination of the work undertaken by ACC
throughout 1942. The major battles in the Middle East and Barratt’s visit
to the theatre are analysed. The development of the idea to use fighters,
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and as a result, the creation of Fighter Command, in tactical air support
operations when the army returned to the continent are also examined.
From this, the separate ideas put forward by Air Commodore Henry
Thorold and Air Vice-Marshal John Slessor, working in isolation regard-
ing what form an army air support organisation should take to support
operations against the continent, are compared. These proposals led to
formal discussions taking place and there was great debate between the
army and the RAF over where this new formation was to be placed within
the RAF’s Command structure.

Chapter 6 examines the work of ACC until its disbandment in the
middle of 1943. The development of the communications system used by
land forces to call for air support is examined, as is the role played by the
commander during the exercise that tested the army air support group idea,
as well as the developments that occurred in the thinking regarding the
conduct of army air support as a result. The chapter examines both the
actual disbandment of ACC and the subsequent creation of the 2nd Tactical
Air Force (TAF). This section concludes by examining the role played by
ACC in the development of army air support in Britain between 1940 and
1943, highlighting the difficulties faced by the Command from its inception
to its demise, and includes a discussion of RAF attitudes towards this aspect
of British air power.
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CHAPTER 1

Army Co-operation at Home and Abroad

The British military establishment ended the First World War with a newly
created independent air force that had yet to test fully its hopes and ideas
for the application of air power at all levels of war. Lessons learned and
ideas on how best to apply air power in any future conflict would have to
be developed in the operational vacuum of the interwar period as there
was no longer a hostile first-class European military power against which
to conduct operations. Britain was also militarily, economically and socially
unable to undertake such a conflict for the foreseeable future.! The devel-
opment of air power, as well as the very existence of the RAF as an inde-
pendent force, was at a critical juncture in 1918. The decisions taken in
the first years after the First World War were instrumental in how the RAF
utilised air power until the end of the Second World War.

The experience of the First World War allowed the newly formed RAF
to develop its ideas in a more coherent fashion and the fundamental prin-
ciples were codified by Trenchard. These were (1) maintenance of initia-
tive through offensive operations; (2) the concentration of force; (3) the
command and control (C2) of aircraft being centralised (which would
increase the concentration of force), and (4) the gaining and retention of
air superiority.> The most important of these principles, which was to both
drive and guide the theoretical thinking about the application of air power,
was the fundamental need to gain, at the very least, local air superiority.
Through the gaining of air superiority, other air power missions could
be conducted, such as close air support, battlefield air interdiction and
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strategic bombardment. Apart from the gaining of air superiority, these
principles were fundamentally at odds with how the army thought air sup-
port should be provided, although there was disagreement as to what air
superiority entailed. The army felt that the primary role of the RAF in
air support was to attack front line positions as and when required.? The
army had become accustomed to a force dedicated almost solely to the
support of its troops despite the creation of IF. For almost the entirety of
the First World War, Trenchard saw the best role for aircraft as support for
the army, and so it is not unreasonable to think that the army believed that
this would continue with him as CAS.

Much has been claimed about the development of the army
co-operation role by the RAF during the interwar period. Some have gone
so far as to claim that very little was done in this area, and that what was
done was almost an insignificance. Simon Coningham has argued that
‘despite the concept of air-ground co-operation being largely ignored by
both the RAF and the Army in Great Britain, the RAF was flexible and
tactically acute enough to resurrect it when necessary to its imperial opera-
tional objectives’.* Richard Muller has argued that ‘“The perception that
close air support was a costly luxury and an aberration would dominate
the next quarter-century and contributed materially to the RAF’s failure
to advance its close-support practises during the inter-war period.”® This
chapter will demonstrate, however, that this is not the case and that whilst
it was not an overriding priority for the RAF before 1939, much good
work was done. It will also highlight the developments that were made
in army co-operation ideas across the British Empire and investigate the
difficulties faced by all the services, with particular reference to the RAF,
during the very difficult interwar period—financial stringency, the disar-
mament movement supported by the general public and the political class
of Britain, and the difficulties caused by the need to rearm and reinvigo-
rate the British aircraft industry. This will provide the necessary historical
context for an analysis of the army co-operation exercises, the develop-
ments that emerged from them and how they were applied during the
Battle of France in 1940.

Many of the issues encountered during the army co-operation missions
in the Second World War had already been experienced in the exercises
of the interwar period and it was here that ideas were first put forward to
resolve them. These exercises, as well as the results arising from their theo-
retical development, will be highlighted in greater detail in this chapter. The
ideas that emerged from these exercises helped to form the theoretical basis
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developed by Army Co-operation Command and allowed it to transform
the thinking on tactical air power in Britain. The development of army co-
operation, in its many facets, was, on the face of it, the most logical path for
the RAF to follow, based on their experiences in the First World War. This
option, however, placed the very existence of the RAF as an independent
force in grave danger as it would, and indeed did, lead to calls from the senior
services to return to the pre-1918 establishment of an RNAS and RFC.

It was partly due to this potential disbandment that the RAF looked
to develop ideas that involved the projection of air power at the strategic,
rather than the tactical, level of war. Due to the inconclusive results of the
strategic bombardment missions conducted by the RAF towards the end
of the First World War, they could express their ideas about its impact with
a greater freedom of imagination.® The RAF were able to stave off calls for
their disbandment, and increase their funding relative to the Royal Navy
and army by stressing the potential impact of air power at this level of war
on the enemy home population. This, they argued, could only be achieved
by an independent air force and was enhanced by the lack of an early
warning system that would allow for the interception of hostile bomber
aircraft.” The monies available to the governments of the interwar period,
however, were not enough to allow the RAF to build up an air force that
was both equipped to conduct large-scale operations immediately and able
to create the necessary establishments to allow them to develop their in-
house education and training. Trenchard was forced to make this decision
very soon after the end of the First World War, and he chose to use the
limited funds available to build up the intellectual and physical framework
of the RAF through institutions such as the RAF College at Cranwell,
which could be added to when required and the necessary funds became
available.®

Army co-operation was never a priority for the RAF at this time but
it is incorrect to say that they simply forgot how to support the army. By
November 1918, the RAF was relatively adept at army co-operation. One
issue made apparent during the Hundred Days offensives, however, was
how to provide the myriad of army co-operation missions during semi-
mobile warfare. Aspects of army co-operation that had functioned well
during the static trench warfare phase of the First World War, such as
artillery spotting, began to see a drop off in efficiency as the C2 system
for controlling aircraft found it difficult to keep pace with the advanc-
ing artillery batteries for which they were expected to spot. More direct
support of land troops, such as through close air support, was inherently
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dangerous given its close proximity to both the ground and enemy forces.’
This potential increase in danger was misinterpreted by the RAF in the
early interwar period in order to provide the necessary reasoning not to
concentrate on this aspect of air power, allowing a focus on its strategic
application instead.

The figures used by the RAF to highlight the risk to both pilot and
machine in conducting these missions was based on one single action in
support of ground troops at the Battle of Amiens where casualties were
particularly high. Alistair McCluskey has described the experience gained
at Amiens as providing ‘a critical point of reference that directly influenced
the development of British air-land battle in the interwar period and its
subsequent conduct in the Second World War’.!® With the RAF’s change
of attitude towards this form of air power, however, the status of army co-
operation and the pilots in the relevant squadrons dropped significantly.
This caused a large turnover in personnel that hampered the training and
development of these squadrons. An army co-operation squadron was
no longer a base from which a promising junior officer could launch a
career. Whilst there are isolated examples, of people who did work within
army co-operation and rise to senior rank, such as Trafford Leigh-Mallory
and John Slessor they are the exception rather than the rule. Charles
Carrington, an army officer seconded to Bomber Command during the
Second World War, noted in his memoirs that those involved in army co-
operation work ‘did not win favour or reward’ in the interwar period.!!

The arguments over both the form of air support and the numbers
required to provide it began almost as soon as the First World War had
ended and thoughts had turned to the next possible conflict. These argu-
ments and the development of army co-operation before 1939 must be
seen against the difficult economic circumstances that prevailed in terms
of monies available to the governments of the day to equip and expand
the three services.!? The instrument used to restrain military spending at
this time was the Ten-Year Rule, which stated that the services should base
their spending plans on the assumption that Britain would not be involved
in any major war against a first-class power for ten years.'® It is not the
intention of this book to delve into the debate about the Ten-Year Rule
as this sits outside of its scope.'* However, the policy had a major impact
on relations between the three services and was a major source of friction
as the newly established RAF looked to cement its place in the British
military establishment.!®



ARMY CO-OPERATION AT HOME AND ABROAD 5

When the rule was first introduced in 1919 by Winston Churchill, it
was a sound assessment of the European strategic situation. When it was
continued on an annual rolling basis in the 1930s, the strategic situation
had changed dramatically for Britain.'® The reduction in monies available
did not only impact on the services themselves—the RAF, which relied
upon private industry for the supply of its airframes and engines, imple-
mented procurement policies that kept as many manufacturers as possible
in business.!” One advantage that the Rule gave Britain was that it had
not overly invested in a large air force composed of wooden biplanes that
became obsolete with the development of all-metal monoplanes and was
in a better position than it might have been when the decision was taken
to rearm in the mid-1930s.'8

The arguments between the services, partly as a result of the Ten-Year
Rule, led the government to investigate the roles that were undertaken
by each of them, and through the interim report of the Committee on
National Expenditure under Sir Eric Geddes, came to the conclusion that
there was ‘serious overlapping and duplication within the three services’.?’
This was seized upon by the War Office and there was a strong push to
have all of the military functions of the RAF transferred to the War Office,
thereby giving them operational control of all army co-operation squad-
rons within the RAF.?° This move was, however, firmly blocked by Geddes
in his final conclusions when he suggested that of the cuts to the service
budgets recommended, the RAF should take the least, and those that
were necessary should be made in army and naval co-operation squad-
rons. Geddes’ report made the further claim that adhering to the War
Office’s demands would not result in any substantial saving and that the
RAF should be given responsibilities abroad.?! The Air Staff, and in par-
ticular Trenchard, saw this as the best opportunity the RAF would have to
lay permanent foundations for the service that would settle the arguments
over its independence for good, and no time was wasted in building on
the Geddes report. The RAF requested from their sister services a period
of grace, during which they would be given the opportunity to conduct
overseas responsibilities as laid down in the Geddes report. They also
highlighted the savings that could be made if the army and Royal Navy
relinquished the co-operation roles, avoiding the overlap that Geddes had
highlighted.?

It was partly for these reasons that the RAF could not develop as both
a tactical and a strategic air power. The RAF’s status as one of the very
few independent air forces in the world was used early on by the army and
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Royal Navy in an attempt to have it disbanded. This would have placed
Britain at a serious disadvantage compared with other major nations, as
its land forces would not receive the support they felt was required when
compared to foreign armies. In 1921, the Chief of the Imperial General
Staff (CIGS), General Sir Henry Wilson, responded to a memorandum
written by the Lord President of the Council, Sir Henry Balfour, to the
Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) on the continuing independence
of the RAF. In this response Wilson argued that

Mr Balfour’s ... suggestion that unless the Royal Air Force be kept com-
pletely separate and independent of the Army and Navy we shall be at a
serious disadvantage compared with foreign nations I am quite unable to
understand. Neither France, America nor Japan, to quote only the greatest
Naval and Military powers, have adopted such a policy.?®

In response to this attack on the fundamental existence of an indepen-
dent air force, the Air Staft argued that the organisation of the British
military establishment should ‘conform to the requirements of British
imperial strategy, not to the methods adopted by Foreign Powers whose
circumstances are entirely different to our own’.?* The army was looking
to return to a pre-First World War situation and based their ideas of how
this should be on the geo-political situation facing other major nations
and not that faced by Britain.?®

The army at this time was also fearful of the implications caused by
the loss of their own air service and the potential lack of aerial support
it they were involved in another continental conflict. One of the major
flashpoints for the army was how seriously they felt the RAF was tak-
ing the training of its forces to provide this support. This was especially
troubling to the army given the ideas of independent application of air
power at the strategic level emanating from the RAF since the First World
War had ended. The War Office did not believe that the RAF saw army
co-operation as a ‘specialised branch of Air Force work’.?¢ The army felt
that a greater priority should be accorded to air support and a confer-
ence was organised to discuss this very matter. It was during staff exercises
involving both the army and RAF that it had first been noticed that there
was a great deal of ignorance of army co-operation matters.”” In prepara-
tion for the conference the Air Staft highlighted that efforts were being
made to train ‘all young officers in the Air Force regarding the forma-
tions and organisations of their sister services whether or not the duties
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of co-operation will fall to these officers’.?® That the RAF was having to
highlight how far they were willing to go in terms of training all officers in
at least understanding how the army and Royal Navy worked at the most
basic level highlights how keenly they felt the pressure of the accusations.
Whilst co-operation with its sister services was a key aspect of the educa-
tion given to potential senior officers at Andover, it was done through the
prism of RAF thinking on the fundamental principles of air power.?®

The result of the conference appeared to be a blow to the RAF and its
ambitions of independent air operations. They had agreed that they would
place more emphasis on co-operation with the army, but for most of the
interwar period this was to be a cosmetic change and not one that altered
the fundamental modus operandi of the service. The RAF also highlighted
the great difficulties that they would face in trying to implement these
changes. The army had requested that two squadrons be attached to
Aldershot Command to allow the army to conduct training that would
increase the efficiency of both services’ abilities to conduct air support
operations and temper the expectations of troops and officers regarding
the limitations of this support. The RAF agreed to this in principle, but
stated that it would not be possible to do this until at least 1925, and
could only be done if the expansion of the RAF, which had been proposed
in 1923, came to fruition.*® The expansion programme of 1923 was a
reaction to the growing threat of France and its expanding air force, com-
bined with the soured diplomatic relations caused by differing British and
French policies regarding Germany and reparations payments required
under the Versailles Treaty. It has been argued that one of the reasons
why the British government focused on the development of air power
was to meet this potential threat, one exacerbated by Air Staff fears of the
possible impact a bombing campaign could have on Britain.?! The RAF’s
response to the French air menace also shaped ‘the Air Staff’s views on
operational requirements’ of new aircraft.®

The Air Staff also hotly refuted the army’s claim that they had not
been taking their responsibilities regarding the development of army co-
operation officers and squadrons seriously enough, highlighting that a
specialist school existed within the RAF for just such training. What they
failed to mention, however, was that after completing their specialist train-
ing, these officers were not being sent to army co-operation squadrons.?

A second conference was held in February 1923 during which the RAF
highlighted the fundamental issue that would plague the practical devel-
opment of army co-operation until 1938 and was more important than
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inter-service rivalry, economic stringency or problems in gearing up the
aviation industry for full production. This was the strategic vacuum that
existed in Britain for most of the interwar period—the army was unsure
what operations it would undertake, where in the world it would operate
or to what extent ground forces would be deployed:

What war are the General Staff and the Air Staff going to train for? How
can that training be co-ordinated so as to be able to meet any war that we
have to consider probable ... Ifit is decided that the war is in the nature of a
European war, what, broadly speaking, are the views of the Staffs as to how
that war will develop?3*

Whilst a flexible approach had always been at the heart of British strate-
gic thinking, the lack of any potential first-class enemy hampered this pro-
cess. Without answers to these fundamental principles, the RAF was faced
with the difficulty of trying to develop workable operational principles
for a conflict that could see a large-scale BEF deployed on the European
continent to face a major power in a long and protracted conflict. It could
also have to develop ideas that would be suited to a theatre of war with
poor communications in a strategic sideshow and supporting a small-scale
expeditionary force. Operational principles that were suited to one would
not be suitable for the other. This strategic confusion for most of the
inter-war period was caused largely by the lack of any potential enemy
that could drive operational thinking—the British services lacked anything
to guide and develop such a strategy, resulting in little enthusiasm from
either service for the development of co-operation procedures and tactics.

David Ian Hall has placed most of the blame for this relative lack of
development of tactical air power on the army’s unwillingness to compro-
mise over operational control of their own separate air arm.*® This argu-
ment, however, does not take into account the RAF’s actions during the
interwar period, and the fact that they looked upon co-operation with the
army and Royal Navy as something that had to be endured. The RAF went
out of their way to make it appear as if they were taking the development
of co-operation with their sister services seriously on the surface but actu-
ally did little to facilitate it to any great degree. Their ideas on air support
were driven by the thinking that aircraft in a close support role were a poor
substitute for artillery on the ground, which was fundamentally divergent
from army ideas.¢

The RAF began the development of its doctrinal thinking on army
co-operation prior to any of the co-operation exercises being conducted,
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relying instead on its experience of the First World War and the codifications
of the principles of air power that had emerged from it to guide them. The
first Manual of Combined Naval, Military and Air Operations was pub-
lished in 1925, and this doctrinal manual placed emphasis on the idea that
gaining and maintaining air superiority over an area of operations was the
first and foremost role of the RAF. This had to be achieved before the RAF
would be able to conduct any other role, including army air support. This
idea was fundamentally misunderstood by the army throughout the entire
interwar period and into the Second World War, and would cloud their
judgement on how best to develop army co-operation. The RAF warned
in the manual that, without air superiority, operations might fail before
ground troops had a chance to influence events. This point was reinforced
in the then Wing Commander Slessor’s work on army co-operation during
the First World War and how to apply it in future conflicts—Aér Power and
Armies.®” This book was based on the lectures he delivered while teaching
at the army’s staff college at Camberley. Whilst Hall is correct to a degree
that they ‘represent a serious attempt to instil in air and army officers an
understanding of how air power was likely to affect the problems of air and
land warfare’, they are an isolated example of this.®

The manual, however, did make one concession that appears unusual
given the perilous state of the RAF as an independent force in 1925. This
was that any squadron placed under the operational control of a land com-
mander could not be used to gain or maintain air superiority without the
express permission of that commander. It would be strange for a land com-
mander to refuse this permission given that they should be well aware of
the fundamental importance of air superiority. This concession must be
seen as the RAF looking to placate an army increasingly frustrated by the
lack of development of air support for their forces. The concession made
by the RAF meant that the army could be sure of at least some aircraft
that would always be available to conduct air support regardless of the air
superiority situation faced. The manual also stated that, ‘It is only by the
closest liaison between the staffs of all three commands that the RAF units
can be used to the best advantage and with a minimum of interference and
wasted effort.”®® This demonstrates that developments firmly established
in the interwar period would have to be relearned in active operations, for
example in the Western Desert during the Second World War.

The RAF’s next doctrinal publication was their war manual, published
in 1928. In this book, there was an entire chapter dedicated to army
co-operation and how the RAF would look to conduct it. The discussion
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began again with the importance of gaining and maintaining air superiority
to allow army co-operation missions to be conducted as efficiently as pos-
sible, but there was also a development in thinking more clearly about what
aspect of tactical air support the RAF could best provide for land forces.
This would cause the greatest disagreements between the RAF and army in
an application of military resources context. For the RAF, the correct form
of air support was that of battlefield air interdiction, with an emphasis on
targets that were outside of artillery range. The close support role that the
army wanted the RAF to perform was seen by the RAF as being an aerial
extension of artillery and in their eyes a waste of precious resources—they
did not want aircraft to be used as supplementary artillery or as a replace-
ment for it. It was conceded in the war manual, however, that, in the case
of a grave emergency, aircraft could be used in a close support role. The
manual does not give any examples of what might constitute such an emer-
gency, and given the lack of emphasis on training in this role in general
it is doubtful how much of an effect aircraft could have had if they were
required.

The thoughts developed in the war manual were not simply based on
the type of air support and how it was best conducted; it also looked at
the types of aircraft then available within the RAF that were best suited to
conduct it. The manual recommended that fast single-seater fighters were
best employed in a close support role. Two-seater fighters, then widely
used within the RAF, were unsuited to such a role and should only be
deployed when the target was of such vital importance that it required
these aircraft to be diverted from their usual duties. The manual was at
pains to point out that the use of aircraft in this role should be limited due
to the potential cost to and exhaustion of pilots. When making the deci-
sion whether or not to order a close support attack on well-entrenched
positions, commanders were instructed to consider the potential cost in
casualties against the results that could be achieved.*® An amended version
of the war manual was published in 1935 but this new edition made no
real addition to the fundamental thinking about how to conduct air sup-
port operations.*!

The final authoritative publication by the RAF during the interwar period
was the second edition of their Manual of Army Co-operation published in
1937. That such a topic would form the basis for the RAF’s final doctrinal
publication is surprising when it is considered just how little the RAF as a
whole cared for this aspect of air power. This is most cogently explained by
the fact that, as the least favoured aspect of air power, it had been left until
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last and it was based largely on the army co-operation exercises that had
taken place between 1927 and 1934. The manual raised an important point
that had hampered the discussions and development of tactical air power for
the majority of the interwar period and concerned the composition of the
force that was to provide such support. As mentioned above this was greatly
dependent upon what conflict the army was preparing to fight. With the
increasingly fluid geo-political situation of the 1930s creating confusion for
politicians, the role of the army could not be confirmed and the RAF could
not prepare a force to support them. If the role of the army was confirmed,
the governments of the day would face demands for increased expenditure
from the army.*? As much as it could have not been known at the time that
war would break out in September 1939, finalising the role of the army as
late as 1937 gave both the army and RAF little time to overhaul their think-
ing on tactical air power, or alter the production of aircraft to manufacture
more variants that could conduct an air support role in any form. The aver-
age lead time for the production of an all-metal, stressed skin monoplane
fighter aircraft was five years; for a medium or heavy bomber it was eight
years. With the focus on the production of fighter and bomber aircraft there
was no spare capacity in the British aircraft industry that would allow new
army co-operation aircraft to be produced.*?

The manual also detailed communication procedures and how aircraft
were to be used both in the approach phase of an operation as well as when
ground forces were in contact with the enemy. The manual looked to give
doctrinal guidance on as many different roles as the RAF could possibly be
called upon to conduct in an air support capacity. In order to fulfil these
wide-ranging roles, up-to-date intelligence of enemy movements would
be required to plan operations. To provide RAF commanders with this
necessary intelligence, Air Liaison Officers (ALOs) placed at army head-
quarters would allow army co-operation squadrons to be fully informed of
friendly and hostile intentions. They would also provide these squadrons
with artillery fire plans and direct squadrons whilst they were in the air
based on the most recent intelligence and operational requirements.**

Throughout the interwar period, and despite it not being a priority, the
RAF put in a lot of good work to gain a basic understanding of how to
conduct air support missions in the post-1918 world. This understanding
is clearly demonstrated through the ideas emanating from its doctrinal
publications. The argument that the RAF ignored this aspect of air power
or did very little to develop it further during the interwar period is not
supported by the evidence presented here. Many of the methods utilised
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by both Army Co-operation Command and the WDAF to improve the
application of tactical air support in the Second World War can be traced
back to the army co-operation reports and doctrinal publications of the
interwar period. One of the most important methods was the co-location
of headquarters, which allowed both services to work together with greater
ease according to the wider military plan. This had been highlighted first
by Army Co-operation Command when codifying trials conducted in the
wake of the Battle of France in 1940.

Whilst there was good work done in developing the ideas that would
allow the RAF to successfully apply close air support and battlefield air
interdiction in active operations, the main focus for the RAF was in the
more traditional air support missions of artillery spotting and general
reconnaissance.*® There are also further examples of the RAF conduct-
ing air support training in Germany with the British Army of the Rhine.
In one particular exercise, close air support training was conducted with
great success when aircraft fired tennis balls upon a brigade in the field.
This was achieved without a single shot being fired back.*¢ It is fair to say,
however, that in relative terms the use of air power at the tactical level was
neglected when compared to the time and effort that was put into the
development of a strategic air capability and fighter defence of Britain.*”
In order to ensure its survival as an independent force, the senior com-
manders of the RAF felt it was necessary to emphasise the need for an
independent role. This led to the relative neglect of the application of air
power at the tactical and operational levels. Trenchard, and the Air Staff as
a whole, saw an independent air force as essential to fighting and winning
a future conflict against a first-class enemy.

Despite this relative neglect many developments were made in army
co-operation exercises held during this period at a brigade and division
level. The results, conclusions and recommendations that emerged from
these training exercises were published in annual reports. They highlighted
the problems faced by those conducting the exercises—through analysis
of the repetition of recommendations from year to year, how little the
training achieved in the periods between the exercises can be evaluated. As
is to be expected of theoretical ideas many of the conclusions and recom-
mendations would have to be modified in the light of operational experi-
ence during the course of the Second World War. The exercises provided
little guidance in terms of the tactical application of air support, but they
did bring to light the difficulties that might be faced in terms of organ-
isation of headquarters and C2 challenges. The 1927 army co-operation
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report stated that ‘RAF commanders should point out to commanders
of the formations under whose orders they are working the importance
of their selecting headquarters in relation to possible landing grounds.’
It further recommended that in order to know fully the requirements
of the formations they were co-operating with they should keep in the
closest contact with them. The report does not, however, state whether
the air HQs were placed near airfields or army HQs.*® Another issue that
arose during the 1927 exercises was that of having to issue separate orders
to RAF formations that were based upon the orders of the senior army
commander and again demonstrated the importance of the co-location of
headquarters. The report stated that

In the event of late arrival of army operation orders, it is possible that it may
prove difficult to issue a squadron operation order in writing early enough
before operations take place. In such a case it is probable that the RAF com-
mander will have attended a meeting at divisional or other headquarters. If
this had occurred, he should have received sufficient instruction to enable
him to hold a conference of his subordinate commanders and to issue verbal
orders and instructions, supplemented, if necessary, by a table of work for
the following day.*

If air and land headquarters were located as close together as possible
this would allow orders to be created and disseminated more efficiently,
as time would not be lost in travel to and from the meetings in which
plans for operations for the following day were being discussed. This idea
originally emerged in the First World War when the RFC was an army
formation.

One final issue emerged from the 1927 army co-operation exercises, and
that was the use of fighter aircraft in a close support role. This had been a
major function of fighter aircraft in the First World War, but had resulted
in heavy casualties when used against prepared positions and troops that
had not come under a preliminary artillery bombardment or infantry
action. This was a role that the RFC/RAF could conduct comfortably but
was seen as exposing pilots to unnecessary danger. The RAF had looked to
limit the time available to pilots in fighter squadrons to practice this role
and this lack of practice was clear to see in how the attacks were conducted.
As well as the lack of practice time available to these pilots, the army’s view
towards tactical air power is also demonstrated. The army felt that close air
support was the correct and, indeed, only real form of air support required
and that it was being utilised in situations where artillery bombardment
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was not a suitable alternative.®® This further demonstrates that the army
were beginning to lose sight of the operational level impact that tactical
air support could have as their focus was simply on resolving the tactical
problems faced by ground forces in contact with the enemy.> The report
concluded that pilots

Generally did not understand the principle of attacking troops on the
ground. [This was] due to the small amount of practice which has been
afforded them.®?

The 1928 army co-operation report clarified how fighter aircraft were
to be best used in a close support role—there had been little improve-
ment in their deployment since the 1927 report twelve months earlier.
Fighter squadrons were still being employed against ‘unshaken troops’,
and this further demonstrates the lack of operational level thinking being
employed by the army in utilising fighter squadrons. The 1928 report
looked to address this issue, advising that

The use of fighter squadrons should ... be directed towards harassing a retire-
ment or carrying on a pursuit after the exhaustion of the pursuing troops.
Low flying attacks [ close air support] should never be launched unless infor-
mation points to the existence of a definite and suitable objective.®?

The emphasis on fighter squadrons being used to pursue retiring, or pos-
sibly retreating, troops, was an attempt by those charged with planning
and conducting these missions to have an operational level effect after a
success had been gained at the tactical level. That the conclusions reached
in the previous years’ reports had either been ignored or not acted upon
raises questions over how seriously these exercises were being taken by
those who held senior command positions in both the army and RAF. The
reports as a whole, however, do demonstrate the level of thinking that was
being applied to create an intellectual framework for the theoretical appli-
cation of air support well before it would be necessary to test the system
in active operations against hostile enemy action.

The 1928 report also highlighted the problems associated with the
high turnover of staff within army co-operation squadrons. This led to a
huge loss of personnel with experience of planning and conducting these
missions, as well as having an in-depth understanding of how the army
functioned and what they expected of air support. If the turnover of staft
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continued at the rate it was in the late 1920s, the training afforded to
pilots would always be of a basic and rudimentary nature and could never
progress beyond this level if new staft were continually having to undergo
basic training. The report itself rather understates just how big a problem
this was and would continue to be, simply stating that the high turnover
was ‘affecting the training of squadrons’.®* It was still to be a major issue
highlighted a year later in the 1929 army co-operation report.5®

The lack of resolution of this fundamental issue for the expansion of
an air support capability within the RAF brings to light even further the
status of army co-operation and the RAF’s general attitude to it during
the interwar period. For an ambitious career officer within the RAF, an
army co-operation squadron was not a place to stay long given its overall
perception by those who held sway over promotions. It was a burden to
be endured for as short a time as possible.>® The 1929 report also demon-
strates a more confident RAF, having survived the attempts of the army
and Royal Navy to have it disbanded, making more of its independent sta-
tus. They make an unusual statement for a report that is dedicated to co-
operation with the army to emphasise that it was now a fully established
part of the British defence establishment:

It is most essential that sufficient attention should be devoted to purely RAF
training. Requests from the army for demonstrations or co-operation with
formations smaller than a brigade should be carefully reviewed.*”

The rationale of close air support lies in reinforcing formations smaller
than brigade size and the RAF intended to restrict the army’s access to
both training and demonstrations of air support in this area. As a result,
lower formations within the army were denied the practical experience of
the capabilities of air support, and army co-operation squadrons of work-
ing with ground forces. This also meant that ground formations would
not be aware of the limitations of air support.

The most fundamental issue with regard to the planning and delivery of
air support, however, was a recurring issue in the army co-operation exer-
cises. The 1930 report again highlighted that air and ground headquarters
were not co-located, despite the recommendations that came out of the
1927 report. It was a lesson that was not to be put into practice in active
operations until the middle of the Second World War.*® The report stated
that ‘it should be an established principle that where possible, corps and,
possibly, divisional commanders should site their headquarters in close
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proximity to land suitable for the squadron aerodrome’.*® That this had to
be repeated several times during the interwar period alone, and then when
introduced was seen as a new and important innovation during the Second
World War, calls into question how far and widely these reports were read
and assimilated into learned doctrine. This is particularly the case in terms
of the army, who had as much of an interest in the efficient application of
air support as the RAF.

Despite the co-location of headquarters being seen as an established
principle, it had to be reiterated and further expanded upon in the 1931
army co-operation report:

The following notes with regard to the use and nature of advanced landing

grounds are issued for guidance:

(i) Squadron aerodromes should usually be located near corps’ headquarters
and should move with it.

(ii) The ideal situation for such an advanced landing ground is within one mile
or so of divisional headquarters.®

That more explanation was required, particularly further guidance as to the
distances air and land headquarters should be apart, adds further weight to
the idea that these concepts were either fundamentally misunderstood or
possibly ignored. It would be surprising that something as relatively sim-
ple as co-locating headquarters could be misunderstood, especially given
that it was a concern in the late 1920s that was not deemed worthy of
further note until 1930. At issue may have been the high turnover of army
co-operation staff and newcomers not being familiar with the procedures
involved in the planning of air support with the army. There may also
have been an issue with regard to the co-operation of the two services at
lower tactical formations. This would have been unusual as generally very
little interservice rivalry was encountered at these levels and co-operation
between them was relatively good during the First World War, even after
the creation of the RAF as an independent service.

The difficulties of conducting close air support were still posing prob-
lems for the RAF as late as 1934, when the last army co-operation exercises
at brigade and division levels were conducted, caused in no small part by
increased demands from the army. The RAF were also now required to act
as targets as part of the army’s small-arms anti-aircraft training to counter
enemy close support attacks. The RAF’s response to these increased
demands was the same as in 1929—heavy restrictions were placed upon
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when and how squadrons would be able to conduct this style of attack.
They would only be undertaken to train regular troops; requests for close
support training should be kept to a minimum; and the aircraft would only
conduct straight dives upon the ground forces.®! They would not conduct
missions such as trench strafing. These restrictions on training with the
army, as well as the overall development of army co-operation during the
interwar period, can be explained through an appreciation of the dangers
posed in conducting missions such as close support even when during
exercises. However, a far more deep-rooted explanation lies at the heart
of the RAF’s doctrinal development and its bid to remain an independent
force. By becoming over proficient in conducting support of land and
naval forces at the expense of the application of air power at the strategic
level, there would be more pressure on the RAF to scale back its strategic
ambitions and concentrate on applying air power at the tactical level.

It was not just in Britain that developments were being made in tacti-
cal air power. The RAF was expanding its role to provide support for the
army in policing some of the more unstable parts of the Empire, where
commanders were, on the whole, far removed from the bitter interservice
politics and rivalries in Britain and real co-operation between the army and
RAF flourished. However, difficulties and arguments between the services
were still experienced to a degree in India.®?> Co-operation overseas was
driven by the fact that there were real consequences for failure, a situation
that did not exist under the training conditions present in Britain.

The Empire also provided the ideal testing ground for new ideas. In
the aftermath of the First World War, the territorial extent of the British
Empire was the greatest it had been in its entire history. However, due
to the financially stringent economic policies adopted by interwar gov-
ernments, there was little extra money available to fund policing around
the globe.®® The CID was at pains to point out the difficulties that the
increased size of the Empire presented to Britain when expenditure had
to be reduced:

The financial exhaustion consequent with the war renders it essential that
expenditure be reduced without delay to minimum consistent with national
security. At the same time, our responsibilities have been greatly increased;
and we are faced with the necessity of paying all our fighting personnel on a
much higher scale than was the case before the war.%*



18 M.POWELL

The RAF were able to exploit this economic situation by reducing
costs through substituting expensive army garrisons with relatively
cheap squadrons of aircraft to support a reduced land force, at the same
time reinforcing the importance of an independent air force.®® The cost
of this policing work increased dramatically as the newly acquired impe-
rial territories, or League of Nations mandated territories, proved to be
more troublesome.® This was not a policy of substituting air power for
land power, but an increase in the use of aircraft in conjunction with
a smaller land force. The use of the RAF reduced the overall cost of
policing the Empire and provided the political expediency for govern-
ments of the interwar period to continue to rule over the Empire.®” The
work of the RAF is historically important as it demonstrates the reach of
tactical air power in a co-operative environment and there was a signifi-
cant (although unfulfilled) potential for cross-fertilisation of these ideas
between Britain and her Empire.

There were many areas where air power was used in conjunction with
land forces to police the Empire and this chapter will highlight the tech-
niques that emerged from operations in Somaliland, Mesopotamia and
India.®® Far greater development and more sophisticated techniques
emerged from the RAF’s work across the Empire than the training exer-
cises in Britain during the interwar period, but they were not seen as appli-
cable to European warfare as they had been conducted against ‘non- or
semi-civilised” people, who reacted differently under aerial bombardment
to those people from a ‘civilised” nation. With the safety of the British
homeland being of paramount importance to governments of the day, the
priority for spending the little money that was available was the defence of
Britain over the Empire.%

The first example of aircraft co-operating with land forces, and indeed
an excellent example of the developments in communications between
the two services whilst on operations, was in Somaliland. In 1919, a
decision was taken to restore stability to the region following a rebellion
that had broken out during the middle of the First World War, led by
the ‘Mad Mullah’, Said Mohammed Bin Abdulla Hussan. This required
close co-operation between the RAF and army and the efficient trans-
fer of intelligence based upon ideas gleaned from the First World War.”
Aircraft would locate troops loyal to the ‘Mad Mullah’ and advise the
Commanding Officer of their location through message drops and ‘con-
veying despatches between the commanders of the two forces and the
headquarters of the Somaliland Field Force’.”! The air power historian
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James Corum has argued that Trenchard and the Air Staft exaggerated the
role played by air power in subduing the Mad Mullah’s rebellion in order
for the RAF to gain a greater role in imperial policing and to allow it to
retain its independence in Britain.”> An Air Staff looking to make the most
out of any minor success may well have exaggerated it.

The success of military action in Somaliland was quickly built upon with
operations conducted in the newly established, but troublesome, territory
of Mesopotamia. Even as a newly created state, Mesopotamia was of great
strategic importance—control of this area guaranteed the security of impe-
rial trade routes and the safety of the Empire’s most important possession,
India, would be enhanced greatly.”® The threat to trade routes was caused
by a rise in nationalistic fervour mainly due to the collapse of the Ottoman
Empire at the end of the First World War.”* Whilst in Somaliland the RAF
had been able to showcase the increased efficiency that air power could
bring to intelligence gathering and communications—in Mesopotamia
they were able to demonstrate its speed and power.

The traditional method of imperial policing had been to station large
garrisons of troops who might be required to march to inhospitable
regions, a slow, costly and time-consuming practice. For instance, when
troops had been sent to put down a full-scale revolt in 1920, they had
had very little impact and it was clear that a new method was required.”
Preparations for land campaigns were slow and cumbersome and took
time to reach the rebellious region, with many troops required to protect
lines of communication. Aircraft could be deployed with much greater
speed and efficiency to remote regions in Mesopotamia and they also had
a far more immediate effect than a column of troops. Trenchard was quick
to capitalise on the costs and failings of land forces in putting down rebel-
lions in the country when another insurrection broke out in 1922 and he
used it to consolidate the RAF’s foundering independent status.”® This
move by Trenchard caused a great deal of friction between the War Office
and the Air Ministry in Britain and was never fully resolved.”

Mesopotamia was the first region of the Empire to experience rela-
tively large-scale aerial bombardment, and it was here that the RAF began
to learn the operational implications and difficulties that an independent
force would face in putting strategic operational theories into practice.”®
There have been many critics, both present and past, of the use of air
power for imperial policing. One of the most outspoken was the army
itself who argued that the use of bombs to put down rebellions was an
inhumane way of keeping the peace. It is testament not only to the abilities
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of air power in this area but also the army’s concerns over the effective-
ness of an independent air force subjugating a traditional army role that
they made these claims, as they could hardly take the moral high ground.
The methods used by the army included the burning of crops and food
stocks and the destruction of livestock.” The attitude of the army, at least
on the ground in the Empire, is demonstrated in an event recounted by
Slessor after his retirement as CAS in a memoir published in 1956. As
a mid-ranking officer in Waziristan, Slessor was planning an attack on a
rebellious native village—an army officer suggested that he attack it from
the air without warning. Slessor pointed out to the officer that to launch
such an attack without first warning the inhabitants was against govern-
ment policy for air attack. The officer replied, ‘Oh come on, that will be
alright, we’ll say we shelled it!*%°

It was in Mesopotamia that the use of air power in a semi-independent
role came of age and acted as a force multiplier for the ground troops
they were supporting. The RAF were able to engage hostile forces outside
the range of troops far more quickly and effectively, but were also able
to co-operate not only with land forces but also with the political offi-
cers in overall command of the region to great effect.?! The RAF’s most
impressive feat in Mesopotamia was the ease with which aircraft could be
deployed over several days and inflict a heavy cost on those who trans-
gressed and rebelled against the British government. The RAF was able to
do this with very little risk to their own aircrews, and after a time a simple
flypast was enough to bring the government’s message to the people of
the remote regions of the country.®> The use of aircraft in Mesopotamia, it
has been argued, had a greater effect than just restoring peace and stability
to a far-flung part of the Empire. The action was crucial for the survival
of the RAF as an independent force. As they were pursuing this role, the
Salisbury Committee in England was receiving evidence about the func-
tions of the army, navy and air force and deemed imperial policing to be
the ‘most significant defence task for all three services’.3® This did not
provide the RAF with a focus in terms of the development of tactical air
power for use in a European war as that was seen as being a radically dif-
ferent theatre in which to operate compared with the Empire.

It was the combination of physical and moral effects that led the RAF
to continue to employ air power in the very, and still to this day, difficult
and hostile terrain of the North-West Frontier of India.?* The work con-
ducted by the RAF in this region was of a more co-operational nature,
and was largely confined to close air support of land forces rather than an
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independent or semi-independent role.** Despite aircraft being used in the
North-West Frontier from 1919, it was not until the 1930s that efforts
were made to codify the experience gained into learned doctrine and exer-
cises employed to test the ideas that had emerged. A training exercise
involving No. 3 (Indian) Wing of the RAF was held in Khaisora in 1936
to develop tactical and operational procedures for the application of close
air support in what was difficult terrain to conduct such operations. The
report concluded that due to topographical hazards, the use of close air
support from above an altitude of 3000 feet against troops that were not
in contact with friendly forces was not possible. The report recommended
that the only time this should be employed for this situation was if the area
had already been ‘proscribed as hostile’. If friendly troops were engaged
with hostile forces, then bombing would have to take place at much lower
heights to prevent any friendly fire casualties. The use of low flying close
support attacks was not advised due to the potential for casualties amongst
pilots conducting this sort of attack.®¢

The training exercises also explored different ways of communicating
between air and ground, taking advantage of the increasingly sophisticated
developments in wireless communications technology. Developments
were made also in more traditional non-wireless communications systems,
but this was always limited by the amount of information that could be
conveyed to pilots in the air, and required good visibility to be at all effec-
tive. The most used non-wireless communication system was the Panel
and Strip Code, or ‘Popham Panels’. In order to enhance the effective-
ness of the ‘Popham Panels’, it was recommended that pilots should be
fully briefed prior to take-off. This system lent itself to the application of
pre-planned and not impromptu close air support. If intelligence and air
support plans for pilots were not clear, or even non-existent, when pilots
were ordered to take-off, then it was preferable that they should be sup-
plied with the information when airborne via radio telegraphy (R/T) or
wireless telegraphy (W /T). Squadrons that were on standby to provide
this support were to be in the air twenty minutes after the request for
impromptu support, combined with a brief situation report, was received.
The full order should then be passed on to the pilots whilst in the air by
W /T. If a system such as this could be incorporated into the army’s com-
munications network, a fully functioning impromptu air support system
could be used to request air support as and when required. This could
only enhance the RAF’s ability to provide air support for the army in any
theatre. Even though the benefits were clear to those involved in planning
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and conducting air support operations, the focus was still on pre-planned
air support and the opportunity to develop a system that could act as
a real force multiplier for close air support was missed. It must also be
questioned how far the Air Staff in Britain would have taken note of the
developments being made in far flung corners of the Empire against non-
or semi-civilised peoples.

Where air support operations were pre-planned, a full written order was
to be sent to the squadron to allow them to plan adequately how this sup-
port would be conducted. This communications system was similar to the
one employed during the Battle of France, and would be overhauled in its
aftermath under Army Co-operation Command auspices. The tactics that
aircraft should employ when conducting close support were also subject
to codification in the North-West Frontier.

This was happening around the same time that the Luftwaffe were
developing their tactical procedures for close air support in the Spanish
Civil War. The RAF and Luftwaffe reached almost polar opposite conclu-
sions on this matter. The RAF felt that formation bombing should not be
used for air support operations—aircraft were to attack the target singularly
and to reform once the attack had been completed.’” The Luftwaffe, on
the other hand, found that in a more urban environment, formations of
massed aircraft attacking at the same time placed the enemy under constant
attack. They described this technique as the ‘shuttle attack’.®® As a result
of their experiences in Spain, the Luftwaffe hit upon the key element to
provide air support for land forces—the co-ordination of air action with
the operations planned by the ground commander. To allow this to hap-
pen, liaison and communications teams from the Luftwaffe were placed
within ground formations to allow this to occur effectively. They had also
realised that the co-location of headquarters was essential for good co-
operation. The difference between the RAF and Luftwaffe on this was not
in recognising the requirement, but in its implementation in active opera-
tions.% The Luftwaffe’s experience in Spain, alongside its central European
geo-political position meant it would prioritise air power at the tactical
level over the strategic level, provided it with the experience to develop
‘a comprehensive military doctrine that made joint operations the focus of
the operational planning and training’.?® This difference in the tactics devel-
oped can be explained by the different terrain that the RAF and Lufiwaffe
were operating in, and the standard of the enemy they were facing.

The RAF believed that any potential lessons or overall direction over
the use of air power would not apply to a major European war as the
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Spanish Civil War was a proxy war fought internally by a second-rate
power and only with the assistance of first-rate powers.”! The lack of
overall interest in the Spanish Civil War is further demonstrated by the
fact that very few articles on the conflict appeared in the RAF’s flagship
journal RAF Quarterly.®? The conflict in Spain did, however, allow the
RAF to substantiate some of its pre-existing doctrinal ideas. The most
important confirmation was the need to gain air superiority over the bat-
tlefield before any support of land forces could be attempted. This had
allowed the rebel forces ‘the freedom of action in the employment of
their military forces and enabled them to combine air attacks with artil-
lery action’.”® One factor that was missing, and which would have a far-
reaching impact on any land support mission in a major European war,
was a lack of hostile anti-aircraft capability to target the aircraft conduct-
ing those missions. There was also a relative lack of artillery, which meant
that aircraft were more readily used in their place to support ground
troops.”* Despite their institutional propensity against ground attack,
there was a certain amount of RAF praise for how the war was conducted
and also the effects that it had in Spain, as the targets of such attacks
would be similar to those targeted by the RAF in a major European war.
The Air Staff noted that ‘[air] attacks have been carried out with fair
accuracy and have been directed against aerodromes and factories’. The
Air Staff did not look to the Spanish Civil War to provide a barometer
by which to alter its own doctrine. It was, however, cited where it con-
firmed what they were already thinking, highlighting a degree of con-
formational thinking bias, something that should be avoided to prevent
doctrine becoming dogmatic and of little use.?®

The RAF undertook a degree of analysis of the use of ground attack
during the Spanish Civil War but it combined the effects of air superiority
and ground attack. The moral effect of this, it was claimed, was out of all
proportion to the force that had been deployed to conduct it.”® Trenchard
had once claimed that the moral effect of air power was to the physical as
ten to one, which was expanded from Napoleon Bonaparte’s dictum of
three to one. On one occasion Trenchard expanded on this to make the
moral to physical effect to be twenty to one, something that was based on
no evidence whatsoever. This has led Peter Gray to highlight the fact that
Trenchard has been described as the master of the unfounded statistic.””

A serving RAF officer, Brian Armstrong, has questioned the validity
of the orthodox argument that senior RAF officers in the 1930s were
ignorant of the Spanish Civil War and its implications.”® It is further
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argued that these experiences should have called into question the RAF’s
thinking about tactical air power. The RAF’s thinking had, by this point
however, become somewhat institutionalised and it is difficult to see any
event except defeat in operations on the European continent that could
have altered this, despite an expert on the use of tactical air power (Slessor,
at the time a Group Captain) being well placed to influence a change in
policy.”®

The ground on which the fighting in Spain took place influenced how
the RAF interpreted the effect of tactical air power in the conflict. The
lack of industrial targets made conducting attacks on enemy land forces
the only viable target for aircraft if they were going to have an operational
and strategic level influence on the campaign. It was also believed that the
relative inferiority of the Spanish troops made them more vulnerable to
this type of attack than troops of the major European nations, who would
be able to withstand attack from the air to a greater extent.!%

Whilst the Luftwaffe was developing its air support system in Spain,
the operations undertaken in India led to moves to codify the lessons
emerging. A report based on the army co-operation training that took
place in 1936 between No. 2 (Rawalpindi) Infantry Brigade and No. 3
(Indian) Wing RAF, highlights the developments being made in India.
The training was to allow the formations to ‘gain practical experience in ...
and to evolve tactical methods for close air support in mountain warfare’.
The report highlighted the fundamental issue in the delivery of close air
support: good communications. In order to enhance the development
of these communications procedures, the report divided them into two
distinct and separate areas and these were ‘between [the] column HQ and
the [squadron] advanced landing ground’, and ‘Between Column HQ
and aircraft in the air’.

The report also detailed methods that could be employed to improve
the efficiency of communications between air and ground, namely that
RAF commanders should locate their advanced landing grounds as close
as possible to where the operations were being conducted. This was
required for two reasons. Firstly, due to the topography of the areas of
operations, there were still limits on the range of R/T and W/T commu-
nications and this affected the ability of land forces to request impromptu
air support. Secondly, the speed at which air support could be conducted
once it had been requested was fundamentally dependent upon the dis-
tance that the aircraft had to travel from their advanced landing ground
to the zone of operations. Anything that could be done to reduce the
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lead time from the request for support to the actual delivery of support
would enhance the RAF’s close air support capability in this theatre.
It would further enhance the connection between reconnaissance mis-
sions spotting potential targets and operations being conducted against
them if wireless and landline communications were more fully integrated.
There was also an emphasis on the use of landline telephone communi-
cations over wireless communications, due to the often limited range of
transmitters and receivers in the North-West Frontier. This would require
a substantial upgrade of wired communications technology:

These resources are admittedly not available normally in Bde [Brigade] or
even Divisional Signals [networks]. But we think it hardly an exaggeration
to say that a land line is essential if full value is to be gained from close sup-
port or reconnaissance in this form of warfare.!"!

W /T had been used as a reserve means of communication and was seen
as a secondary method between troops on the ground and aircraft prior
to the training exercise. The primary method of communication was the
Popham Panel. This was easily understood by pilots in the air and rela-
tively quick and simple to deploy. The experience of the training exercise
was that whilst the Popham Panel was both reliable and useful, it was too
slow to be of practicable use in operations. Due to this, two recommenda-
tions were made. The first was that the Popham Panel should be kept as a
reserve method of communication as its speed and reliability would still be
of use in operations if the primary methods of communications failed. The
second was that a reliable wireless communications set that utilised W /T
and R /T be made available to land forces, advanced landing grounds and
aircraft as a priority.!%?

The report also dealt with C2 methods and how to enhance operational
capabilities in this area. Similar ideas that had emerged from the training
exercises conducted in Britain were also coming out of operations and
training in the North-West Frontier. This again raises issues as to how far
lessons had been learned, not only from training exercises, but also from
active operations. That the operations were being conducted against what
were seen at the time to be less civilised people than would have to be
faced in a conflict against a first-class European enemy may have influ-
enced those who were planning the operations. The theoretical develop-
ments made in Britain were reinforced through the experience gained in
the Empire, but the fact that little changed at home in terms of practice
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lends weight to the argument that doctrinal publications were not read
or assimilated. It does not, however, alter the fact that active operations
and training exercises had highlighted some of the most effective ways of
ensuring how air support could be delivered. The report into the 1936
training exercise in the North-West Frontier stressed the importance of
headquarters location with direct reference to that theatre. The report
noted that the most efficient way to gain full value out of army co-operation
squadrons in mountain warfare was to have an ‘Air Force Commander at
[the] Column HQ’.!1% It was also recommended that an air force com-
mander should accompany the column commander at all times as, due to
the nature of close air support, it would ‘usually be required quickly’.1%*
Through employing operational principles such as this, the lead time in
the delivery of close air support would be dramatically reduced.

Further attempts to increase the effectiveness of air support operations
were made after active operations were conducted between November
1936 and January 1937, and attempts were made to learn lessons from
them. One of the major aspects that was highlighted as a result of these
operations was combining the roles of reconnaissance and air support.
It was argued in the report that looked to codify the experiences gained
during these operations that aircraft would be better employed in not
only discovering potential targets but attacking them as well. This idea
was fully adopted in January 1937. The report also confirmed that the
tactics laid down in the new operations manual were sound but required
refining in the light of further operational experience. It had been realised
that the use of continual bombardment of a target was not necessary
and that a simple flypast was often just as effective after an initial aerial
bombardment had taken place, as ‘once the enemy had felt the effect
of air action—the mere presence of aircraft overhead has an equivalent
effect’. The use of multiple aircraft conducting close support operations
was seen to be impracticable, if not impossible, given the difficulty of the
terrain that aircraft were expected to operate over. These operations also
confirmed that close air support was more effectively managed when land
and air headquarters were co-located.!®

The document that drove the air support operations throughout the
empire was the ‘Grey Book’, which was the war manual for operations
across the Empire. One of the fundamental tenets of this doctrinal publi-
cation was the emphasis placed on making the British government appear
fair-minded and just in their actions against rebellious tribes. In order
to ensure this, aircraft could only respond to threats on the ground if
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those who were responsible for them could be clearly discerned. Even in
the Empire, the RAF was still drawing a large distinction between close
air support and low flying attacks. The Grey Book defined close air sup-
port as being more akin to a battlefield air interdiction role, that could,
and should, be pre-planned in line with the operations of the army. Low
flying attack, according to the Grey Book however, was to be avoided
unless a grave emergency presented itself. Pilots were advised that, as low
flying attacks were only to be conducted in an emergency, orders would
be passed to them whilst in the air either through Popham Panels or via
R/T. Pilots were also required to use their own initiative if, during recon-
naissance or close air support operations, they spotted a situation that
might leave ground forces in grave danger. This would require far more
in-depth training, not only in what might constitute a grave danger for
ground forces, but also the best tactical method to employ in support of
them. As a result, the Grey Book instructed pilots to pass the information
on to the nearest body of friendly troops.!% This further demonstrates
that the attitudes of the RAF in Britain were having a direct effect on air
support operations in the Empire. Many of the officers, such as Slessor,
would have risen through the ranks in Britain and been greatly influenced
by the doctrinal thinking that was developing in Britain prior to being
assigned to an imperial command role.

The use of specialist air power terminology also caused a great deal
of confusion. Air Commodore R. H. Peck received a letter from the
Headquarters of No. 2 (Indian) Wing, Cheklala, which stated that after
experience of conducting support operations with land forces the terms
close air support and low flying attack led to confusion between land and
air force commanders over what they were expecting these different forms
of tactical air power to provide. The letter suggested that this confusion
was due to the term close air support not being the best expression to
be used as it was ‘too all embracing’.!"” This confusion about the precise
meaning of air power terms would hamper the continuing development
of tactical air power, particularly in Britain, for the majority of the Second
World War.!® The one thing that neither these operations nor the train-
ing exercises achieved, whether conducted in Britain or overseas, was to
change the fundamental view of the army that it was best served by an air
force under its direct operational control and focused solely on supporting
ground forces in the field.

The problems faced by all three of the British armed services during the
interwar period has been subject to detailed and wide-ranging historical
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study and analysis, and it is not the intention of this book to look into the
topic in detail. It is, however, necessary to give a brief overview to provide
the necessary context to explain how and why air power developed as it
did in Britain in this period, and why tactical air power was somewhat
neglected prior to the Second World War.

Throughout the interwar period, the RAF continued to press upon the
government, army and Royal Navy, the importance of an independent air
force that could project air power at a strategic level. By the mid-1930s this
was a fundamental pillar of British defence policy against the backdrop of
an increasingly unstable and dangerous Europe and Far East. The potential
threats of Germany, Italy and Japan stretched all three services in Britain
as each threat required a different strategic answer. Given the precarious
economic situation of Britain after the Great Depression funds were not
available for each of the services to implement their preferred strategic
responses—the focus of rearmament was on the RAF as this provided the
best combination of attacking threat and, after the development of an aerial
early warning system and fighters that could match bombers in the sky,
defensive protection. This rearmament could also be carried at out at a lower
cost than would be involved in rearming the army or Royal Navy.!® It also
called for a dramatic expansion of Britain’s burgeoning aviation industry.

A mass reduction in demand for aircraft followed from the end of the
First World War, caused due to the relatively peaceful European strategic
situation and the economic policies followed by successive British govern-
ments that prioritised public spending on social policies rather than on
defence.' This resulted in a natural reduction in the size of the British air-
craft industry as it had expanded greatly due to the overwhelming demand
for aircraft on the Western Front.!'! With the reduction in the Air Ministry
budget, the RAF cancelled future orders for aircraft across the board and
relied on stocks of aircraft and spares that had built up during the First
World War to keep it supplied.’? In order to allow a framework of the avia-
tion industry to survive, and more importantly to keep experienced design
teams in employment during what the industry referred to as the ‘lean
years’, the Air Ministry ‘adopted a policy of rationing design contracts
between fourteen different airframe firms, eleven of which were wholly
or predominantly dependent on the Air Ministry for their survival’.!?
Peter Fearon has argued that for the whole of the 1920s ‘no government
felt politically strong enough, or had sufficient control of the economic
situation, to keep Britain as the premier air power of the world. David
Edgerton, however, has claimed that, “The idea that the Air Ministry was
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short of money for the purchase of aircraft, and that somehow the amount
of money fell in the interwar years, bears little relationship to reality.’1*

The biggest issue the aircraft industry faced, however, was not a lack of
money or production orders to allow them to survive, but how to adapt
their manufacturing processes and increase their labour force to cope with
the revolution in aircraft design which accompanied the move away from
the wood, string and canvas biplanes of the First World War to the all-
metal, stressed skin monoplanes that had been competing in the many
international speed races of the late 1920s and early 1930s.''® This revolu-
tion also dramatically increased both the costs of individual aircraft and
delivery lead times.!!¢ Issues were experienced in the rearmament of the
RAF, but they were no longer financial. Neville Chamberlain’s govern-
ment was unwilling to adopt wartime controls over industry, which meant
that the defence industries were competing with civilian industries for raw
materials, tools, jigs and labour.!’” The focus of the Chamberlain gov-
ernment during this period of rearmament prior to the Second World
War was on fighter and bomber squadrons—there was very little, if any,
capacity for an increase in the number of army co-operation squadrons.
The RAF had also experienced further political pressures on rearmament
issues during the interwar period through government policies of unilat-
eral disarmament.

The most important international attempt to pursue unilateral disar-
mament was through the Geneva Disarmament Conference of 19324,
although other attempts such as the Kellogg-Briand Pact were made
in this period.''® The attempts to limit the armaments of the major
European nations came from a general revulsion, particularly amongst
the political classes of Europe, at the cost of the First World War in
blood, let alone treasure. The Geneva Disarmament Conference pro-
vides vital context on two issues. Firstly, how the RAF saw the develop-
ment of air power and the potential impact it could have on the British
homeland and secondly, the extent to which the RAF was responsible for
the extreme fear amongst the political leaders of Britain over what effect
such an attack could have on the structural fabric of British society.!??
The British delegation at the conference set out to restrict the European
nations’ ability to conduct aerial warfare.'?® This restriction was only to
apply between the nations of Europe, however, as the use of aerial war-
fare against imperial possessions was still to be permitted.

There are two possible explanations for the British government’s policy
at Geneva. Firstly, the warnings of the RAF over the destruction a hostile
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strategic air campaign could wreak on Britain had had such an effect that
the politicians genuinely wanted to outlaw aerial warfare between major
European nations. (If this motivation was genuine and had been accepted
at the conference, it would almost certainly have led to the destruction
of the RAF as an independent force, its raison d’étre having been elimi-
nated.)!?! The other, more likely, explanation is that given the pacifist feel-
ings amongst the British people as a whole, politicians did not want to
incur their wrath if it could be shown that through their unwillingness
to compromise to gain greater disarmament as a whole, they would be
blamed for the failure of the Conference and the disarmament movement
in its entirety. By suggesting policies that they knew were unacceptable to
the other nations, and playing realpolitik at the Conference, Britain could
avoid the charge that it was fundamentally to blame.'??> The Conference
fell apart after Germany withdrew in 1933 under the direction of the
new Chancellor, Adolf Hitler. Concerted attempts were made to bring
Germany back to the Conference, but the country’s foreign policy goals
were now totally at odds with any kind of European-wide disarmament
and the Conference ended in 1934 in embarrassing failure.

Air power in Britain was at a fundamental crossroads at the end of the
First World War, and the RAF was faced with hard choices as to how it
would be developed further and applied in any future conflict. The choice
was one of the traditional roles of army and naval support as conducted
by the RFC and RNAS respectively or the application of air power at the
strategic level of war. The interwar period saw many ideas being debated
and indeed trialled in theory.!?® Despite the emphasis on the development
of strategic air power in the interwar period, many sound theoretical devel-
opments were made in Britain in the realm of tactical air power, contrary
to the arguments that have been put forward in the literature currently
available. The relations between the RAF and army, the disarmament poli-
cies followed by several interwar governments, the economic problems of
the time resulting in a contraction of the aviation industry and the insti-
tutionalised thinking on tactical and strategic air power, all hampered any
radical developments. By 1939, the thinking of the RAF and the army had
radically diverged. This was due to fundamental differences in how the two
services interpreted the application of tactical air power, the almost con-
stant wrangling and an inability to see the issue from the other side—none
of these was ever fully resolved prior to the Second World War.!2*

The army still clung to the idea that the best way for aircraft to support
ground forces was in a close air support, or low flying attack role, and that
the forces allocated to this role should come under the operational con-
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trol of the army, thereby breaking one of the fundamental principles of air
power codified by the RAF. In a document drawn up by the War Office
shortly after the declaration of war in 1939, the army explained in more
detail what they would expect from being assigned their own army air arm.
It would be dedicated to providing support for land forces by conduct-
ing attacks in what the RAF had termed the close support zone.'?® The
RAF continued to emphasise the ability of aircraft to act in an interdiction
role to scal off the battlefield from enemy reinforcements and matériel. 12
The army’s plans for its own air arm also included the provision that air-
craft within it would be designed specifically for a close support role. This
demonstrated a fundamental misunderstanding of the time required to
design and build such an aircraft and how the British aircraft industry,
already operating at full capacity producing bombers and fighters, could
produce such an aircraft in significant numbers.'?” The development of
tactical air power on the RAF’s side was further hampered by the lack of
political direction given to the army over its size, composition and role.!?
In fact, the decision for the army to join French forces in France was not
made until September 1938. This meant that there was little time for the
army to work out the operational procedures that would be best suited
to a continental campaign against the Germany army, and no time for the
RAF to consider or trial the implications of this in terms of providing air
support.'? The developments that had been made throughout the Empire
in tactical air support were sound in and of themselves but the ‘lessons
regarding C2, integrated planning and efficient communications proved
remarkably difficult to transfer between theatres’.!*® This was partly due
to the theatres in which the RAF was conducting operations, the mind of
the contemporary senior RAF officer and the nature of the peoples that
were targeted by them.

By the time of the outbreak of war in September 1939, the RAF had
confidence in the air support doctrine that had been developed in the
interwar period. This was despite there being no joint doctrinal founda-
tion on which it was based, a lack of understanding on the part of the RAF
as to how the army was planning on conducting its operations once hos-
tilities began and an almost deliberate misunderstanding of what the army
expected from co-operation missions.!®! There is much in this comment
that can be disputed and coming as it does from a recently retired Major
General, highlights the fact that the interservice rivalry that was so preva-
lent in the period between the wars is still strong today. But the author of
this study is convinced that the RAF was clear in its communications, both
in its doctrine and in in-depth discussions with the army; understood the
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application of air power at the tactical level; and in no way misunderstood
or misled the army on this.

Of course more could, and always could, have been done, but the
RAF’s position was made perfectly clear many times. There is very little, if
any, evidence to suggest that there was any malicious intent on either side
to mislead the other. The problems encountered during the early opera-
tions in France were down to a failure in communications between the
two parties and resolute defiance on the army’s part to accept the fact that
they had to work closely with the RAF in developing tactical air power and
abandon plans for their own operational army air arm. That said, when the
British armed forces crossed the Channel there was a degree of agreement
both about the conduct of air support and where there was further room
for improvement, particularly in the communications system established
to direct it. Both the RAF and army identified that the communications
system might not stand up to the stresses of war as it ‘[will be] depen-
dent on several liaison links, some of which have to communicate over
great distances’. The War Office were, however, happy to accept this com-
munications system as for them it was ‘the best expedient under [the]
present system of control of bomber aircraft’.!®? Priority targets for air
support missions were also detailed by the War Office and represented
classic interdiction targets along the lines that the RAF had argued should
be the focus of air support.'*¥ Any future complaints over the failure of air
support should be read with these points clearly in mind. The following
chapter will analyse how well the RAF fared in the application of army
support during the Battle of France as well as the reaction of the both the
Air Ministry and War Office to the events in France.
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CHAPTER 2

Tactical Air Power and the Battle
of France, 1940

The RAF was relatively unprepared for the role it was expected to conduct
when it moved to France in 1939. This was despite the good work that
had been done during the interwar period on developing a theoretical
basis from which to conduct tactical air power operations. The RAF was a
force that had been designed to apply air power at the strategic level, tar-
geting the industrial and transport infrastructure of the enemy homeland,
although how far it was able to do this at the start of the Second World
War is subject to fierce debate. With its move to France, the RAF was
now expected to act as a component in the larger military machine of the
BEF away from its home base.! The late 1930s had seen a major shift in
production and procurement policy for the RAF, with an increase in the
number of fighter aircraft being manufactured and a reduction in the rela-
tive number of bomber aircraft.?

No military operations were conducted in Western Europe until May
1940 and this gave the RAF ample breathing space to alter the funda-
mental organisation of its forces and to review the role that it would look
to conduct. Part of the reason for this reorganisation was the realisation
that its aircraft were unable to conduct the long-range strategic bombing
operations expected of them, even from the advanced airfields at which
they were based in France. This had a particular relevance for the aircraft
of the Advanced Air Striking Force (AASF), which was the part of the
RAF expected to conduct this role. When the German invasion of France,
Belgium and the Netherlands began, the Allied forces found that their
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expectations regarding the pace of operations, on which their plans were
heavily based, was deeply flawed. They were quickly thrown off balance by
the speed of the German break in and their subsequent break out around
Sedan.? As the Webrmacht advanced across France towards the Channel
coast at a pace that would have been unthinkable during the First World
War, the Allied forces that had advanced into Belgium were cut off and
forced to retreat to the Channel ports. This retreat ended in the ‘miracle’
of Operation Dynamo, where almost all the BEF and many French troops
were evacuated from the beaches of Dunkirk.*

This chapter will argue that the campaign in France had a profound
impact on relations between the RAF and the army and ultimately how
Army Co-operation Command was created. It would also provide guiding
principles for the future development of tactical air power, particularly the
C2 system that would have influence overseas. Part of the reason for the
deterioration of relations between the RAF and the army was due to the lat-
ter’s interpretation of the fighting in France—the army did not believe that
it had received sufficient air support to defend against the German advance.
This was combined with a fundamental misreading of the Luftwaffe’s abil-
ity to conduct impromptu close support missions and how the Luftwaffe
fitted into the overall C2 system of the Wehrmacht. The underestimation
of German capabilities would have to be countered by Army Co-operation
Command but they did provide the necessary drive to develop an air support
system that was ultimately superior to that of the Luftwaffe. To support these
arguments, this chapter will examine the issues in depth through a detailed
analysis of the RAF’s organisational structure and how it was modified. It
will also consider the fighting in France, with a particular emphasis on air
sorties. These will include decisive operations conducted by the Luftwaffe
in order to provide the necessary context of how the army interpreted air
support operations during the Battle of France and how this interpretation
affected its perceptions of the work of Army Co-operation Command.

There are certain myths, particularly in Britain, about the fighting in the
Battle of France, one in particular that relates directly to the influence of air
power on the outcome of the campaign. The role of the Ju-87 ‘Stuka’ has
been vastly exaggerated, particularly its impact on the Webrmacht’s ability
to cross the Meuse River opposite Sedan.® How this came about will be
investigated in greater depth in the next chapter. The current historiogra-
phy, and indeed wider public opinion, is that the Stuka had a decisive role
in the initial German attacks and the outcome of the battle as a whole.¢
There have been attempts to revise the accepted historical opinion that the
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blitzkrieg method employed by the Germans in 1939 and 1940 was truly
revolutionary or simply the development of ideas that had first emerged
from the German storm troop tactics at the end of the First World War.”
Recent historiography has begun to reverse the argument that the Allies
were outnumbered by the Germans both quantitatively and qualitatively
in armour, infantry and air power.® Ernest R. May has argued that

Opverall, France and its allies turn out to have been better equipped for war
than Germany, with more trained men, more guns, more and better tanks,
more bombers and fighters. On the whole they did not even lag in thinking
about the use of tanks and airplanes.’

May is correct in the assertion that the Allies were at least a match for the
Germans in terms of the number and quality of troops and equipment
used, but not in the claim that the doctrinal thinking of the two forces was
at similar levels.!? It was only the Webrmacht that was thinking about how
armoured and mechanised formations might transform the battlefield and
return fast-flowing mobile operations to it. The British and French were,
on the whole, preparing for operations that unfolded at a similar pace to
those of the First World War, including the operations of the Hundred
Days of 1918. The thinking on tanks was to use them distributed in penny
packets, acting as an infantry support weapon and not spearheading attacks
or acting in a semi-independent role.

There is also still much debate between historians about the effectiveness
of the RAF in conducting air support operations, although the argument
has advanced to take into account the unexpected increase in operational
tempo and mobility faced by the service. In terms of the Luftwaffe, it is
fair to argue that it was not as effective or decisive as has been argued pre-
viously. Greater factors led to the Allied defeat in France in 1940. These
included the increased operational tempo mentioned previously and a
slow and cumbersome command, control and communications (C3) sys-
tem combined with a defensive strategic plan. The battle highlighted the
divergence in thinking on tactical air power that still existed between the
RAF and army despite the agreements that had been reached between
the two services prior to their embarkation to France. When faced with
the dire emergency caused by the German break out at Sedan, ‘the RAF
attempted to intervene and influence the campaign as best it could in the

only way it knew how’.!!
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In support of the land battle, the RAF regarded the interdiction of enemy
reserves as the principal contribution of bomber aircraft, and further, gener-
ally, to create disorganisation and confusion behind the enemy front while
the ground forces achieved their objectives.!?

The RAF of 1940 was a force that had been designed to conduct single-
role campaigns and not multi-role joint operations due to its mono-role
command structure that organised its forces based on aircraft type and not
the tasks they might be expected to perform:

This created a framework that was ideal for managing single-role campaigns
fought from well-found, permanent bases in the metropolitan homeland,
where inter-command cooperation was required ... the single role com-
mand model did not provide the structure that could be readily used to
deploy and support an expeditionary air component in the field.!3

Such a command structure was of great benefit to the RAF during the
rearmament push of the late 1930s, allowing it to expand with relative
ease.'* With the coming of war, however, this command structure would
be difficult to apply to a foreign campaign that required the support of
land forces. This role had had little consideration during the majority of
the interwar period and the bulk of the RAF’s planning had taken place
after the rearmament drive had begun. Further to this, the strategic think-
ing was based around applying a policy of limited liability that would not
require an expeditionary force to be sent to the continent.!’® The RAF
originally divided its force into two separate formations, both of which
had polar opposite tasks. These were the AASF and the RAF Component
of the field forces.!® The command of these formations fell to RAF offi-
cers, much to the consternation of the army, who were still pushing for
their own army air force under their operational command.!” One month
after the declaration of war, the Secretary of State for War, Leslie Hore-
Belisha, argued that the

Spasmodic allocation [of aircraft] on request will not work. These aircraft
must be permanently at the disposal of the Army.'8

The AASF headquarters opened on 1 September 1939 at Reims, cho-
sen because it was felt that it would be easier for the aircraft of this for-
mation to attack strategic targets deep within Germany from there (the
bombers did not have the range to conduct these missions from Britain)
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and it was a clear indication of how the RAF originally saw this force being
deployed.? It would also be under the command of the Air Staff in Britain
at this time. Air Chief Marshal (ACM) Sir Cyril Newall, who was CAS at
this time, argued in the War Cabinet that provided the French undertook
the burden of the fighting on land, he was happy for the AASF to conduct
interdiction missions as the Germans had done against Poland in 1939.2°

There is evidence to suggest that as early as September 1939 plans were
in place to utilise the AASF as an interdiction force to support a French
offensive in the Saar region. Newall was being pressed by the French
General Mouchard, commander of the South Eastern Air Army, to deploy
the AASF in this role.?! Newall was in favour of this in principle, but not
unless the French Armée de P Air were also conducting offensive opera-
tions. The plan eventually drawn up for the support of this offensive was
to utilise ten Fairey Battle squadrons to conduct interdiction support mis-
sions despite these squadrons being at sixty per cent efficiency. The Battles
would attack fuel and weapons dumps, aerodromes, troop columns and
transport traffic in the Saarlauten—Neunkirchen—Zeibruchen—Pirmassens
arca.?? The plan was agreed at a meeting between Mouchard and the com-
manders of Nos. 1 and 2 Missions, Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief
(AOC-in-C) AASF, Group Captain Collier and Wing Commander Baker.??
The Chiefs of Staff (COS) also argued that the bombers comprising the
AASE, classified as medium but in reality light, would be

suitable for undertaking operations against the enemy’s Army including com-
munications and installations in its immediate rear. This part of the Striking
Force [is] suitable therefore, for undertaking that direct action against the
advancing German Army which is advocated by General Gamelin.?*

The role of the AASF if it was tasked to act in a support role would be
interdiction—it would not take on a close support role as the army had
argued for during the interwar period.? Despite there not being an agreed
definition of close air support, and the persisting lack of enthusiasm for
tactical air power within the RAF as a whole, the AASF’s focus was not
simply on its strategic role.

The ongoing ‘phoney war” allowed the RAF to continue to counter the
War Office’s demands for an army air arm by altering the make-up and
role of the AASF. The Air Ministry proposed that the aircraft of the AASF
would be allotted to the army ‘in such proportions as may be necessary’,
but did not specity how they defined necessary or how they were to be
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allotted. The Secretary of State for Air, Sir Kingsley Wood, also con-
firmed that the ‘Air Ministry are arranging for a proportion of the bomber
force [AASF] to receive special training with the Army’.?¢ This training
was hampered by the unsuitability of some airfields and the bad weather
during the winter of 1940 rendering others unserviceable.?” The army’s
renewed push for its own air arm was founded on German actions during
the invasion of Poland in September 1939.% In fact the War Office did not
create a specialist department to develop its own thinking on tactical air
power until January 1940 under Lieutenant Colonel F. W. Festing. The
conclusions that this department (MO 7) reached have been described
‘as [neither] enlightening or even a surprise’, as they simply reiterated the
army’s previous arguments about the nature of the air support they felt
they required.?

The War Office further claimed that the ‘Allocation of aircraft for sup-
port of specific land operations [was] NOT (repeat NOT) good enough’.3°
Itis clear that despite the agreements reached between the Air Ministry and
War Office at the outbreak of war, there was still a great deal of tension and
ill feeling between the two over tactical air support. In an attempt to resolve
these tensions, and potentially form its own army air arm, the War Office
put forward proposals for an aircraft designed to fulfil a close support role.
This aircraft was to be of simple construction that could be mass-produced
quickly by utilising the spare production capacity that was available to the
Air Ministry.®! In the army’s eyes such an aircraft would be operationally
available by the spring of 1940 and due to the speed at which it was pro-
duced would come as a complete surprise to the enemy.*> How the Air
Ministry was to design such an aircraft and have it in production in enough
time for meaningful numbers in an aircraft industry that was already run-
ning at full capacity producing fighter and bomber aircraft, demonstrates a
lack of understanding on the part of the War Office about production lead
times and the difficulties this would pose.®® There was, at the very least, a
degree of wishful thinking on the part of the War Office. At the very worst,
they were already looking for a scapegoat in the event of a defeat and ejec-
tion from the continent. The Air Ministry responded by highlighting the
fact that current production demands prevented the design or building of
a new aircraft for at least eighteen months.

To resolve the growing tensions between the Air Ministry and War
Office over air support in the field, the War Cabinet proposed that “The
General Staft and the Air Ministry should reach an agreement on the
proportion of the Advanced Air Striking Force ... allocated to army work
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and the training required’. As a result of this decision, it was agreed that
ten Battle squadrons that were a part of the AASF and six Blenheim squad-
rons based in England were to be given training with the army to provide
the air support required.®* The Battle squadrons were also reorganised
into five wings whilst they were in France.?® The AASF found its role in
France modified to such an extent that its aircraft were unable to conduct
strategic level operations against the German homeland:

During the first months of the war ... it became apparent that the slow and
obsolescent aircraft of the AASF could not penetrate over enemy territory
by day, and from this time onwards there was very little doubt that their
main employment could be tactical.”3

The French armed forces and government were also fearful that con-
ducting such attacks against Germany would lead to retaliatory attacks
from the Luftwaffe on their own population and industrial centres. As the
senior partner in the alliance they were reluctant to sanction such raids
whilst there was no fighting on the ground.”

The other formation of the RAF stationed in France was the RAF
Component attached to the BEF. This was the force originally designed
and tasked to provide air support that the BEF would require. The argu-
ments that occurred between the Air Ministry and the War Office high-
light to a great extent the faith the War Office had in the RAF Component
to conduct this role and also speaks volumes of the War Office’s concept
of air support—they felt that all air resources in a given theatre should be
focused on providing what they saw as the correct form of support for
their troops. The RAF Component established itself in France with great
speed, advanced parties of the force moving as early as mid-September
19393 and final transfers complete by mid-October.?

The RAF Component was originally placed under the operational
command of the General Officer Commanding-in-Chief (GOC-in-C),
BEF, Lord Gort. In his position as CIGS prior to his appointment as
GOC-in-C, Gort had been heavily involved in arguments with the Air
Ministry over the conduct of air support operations, and so must have
been content with being given the initial operational control of this force.
In order to support Gort with the planning and understanding of the
RAF’s air support operations, Air Vice-Marshal (AVM) C. H. R. Blount
was the Air Officer Commanding (AOC) of the RAF Component.*’ The
Air Historical Branch (AHB) monograph that investigated the history of
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air support and photographic interpretation states that the force was to
be commanded according to accepted doctrine. It is, however, lacking in
detail as to whether this was the doctrinal thinking favoured by the RAF or
the army. Given the work done by the RAF in this area, combined with the
agreements reached by the Air Ministry and War Office at the outbreak of
war, it is right to assume that it would be the doctrinal principles favoured
by the RAF that were used to guide air support operations.*!

The RAF Component consisted of four Lysander squadrons for
short-range reconnaissance and four Blenheim squadrons for long-range
reconnaissance—escort protection was provided by four squadrons of
Hurricanes. Carrington has commented that the RAF Component was
‘no better equipped than any other limb of our military effort’.*> When
the make-up of the RAF Component is understood and the lack of confi-
dence that the War Office had in it, their attempts to transform the AASF
into a tactical strike force become clearer. The component was a force
designed to conduct reconnaissance for the army, but with the aircraft
it had it would be capable of very little else. Whilst both the Lysander
and Blenheim could, in theory, conduct bombing sorties in support of
land operations, their relative obsolescence meant that without almost
complete air superiority, they would find this task difficult to accomplish.
Attaining and maintaining such a dominance in the air against a Luftwaffe
force that would be contesting it keenly would prove to be difficult.

The theory behind the RAF Component was that it would be able to
provide all the support the BEF could need in the field. A contingency
had, however, been developed if further support was required and the
AASF would then be tasked with meeting the extra demand, but the com-
munications system developed to allow this meant that in practice it would
prove next to impossible to accomplish. To request this extra support, the
BEF had to make a request to the War Office, although at what level this
request was to be made is unclear, meaning that small and medium sized
formations might have to send an original request to higher level forma-
tions prior to it being sent to the War Office, increasing the length of an
already cumbersome communications change. Upon receiving a request
for additional support, the War Office would pass it to the Air Ministry
who, potentially unaware of the tactical situation on the ground, would
either approve or deny the request. If the request was approved, it then
fell to the Air Ministry to pass this on to the independently commanded
bomber force in France that formed a part of the AASE.#3
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There is no evidence to confirm if a reverse communications system
existed to inform the formation that had originally made the request
whether it had been approved or denied. Given the work done after the
Battle of France to develop such a system it must be assumed that the
originating formation would have had no confirmation of the success or
otherwise of their request for support. This again adds to our understand-
ing of why the War Office had little confidence in the ability of the RAF
to provide any real form of effective air support and why it felt that the
latter was ‘dangerously inadequate both in resources and organization’.**
The War Office again voiced their concern about which service had opera-
tional control of the air support force, arguing that ‘no part of our bomber
force [is] permanently under the command of the commander fighting the
battle on land’.*

The RAF Component was also able to request the loan of two squad-
rons of bombers from the AASF to attack ‘fleeting opportunity’ targets.*¢
To resolve the issues that had been raised by the War Office over the
organisation of air support forces, a full and frank discussion took place
between the two services and agreement was reached on a new organisa-
tion to conduct this role as the Air Ministry could also see the potential
issues. The RAF did not, however, agree to break one of their funda-
mental principles—that air forces should remain under their operational
control. How such a system was to function effectively given the complex
communications in place for the BEF to request additional support from
the AASF, the administrative friction that would be caused during active
operations, and the need to attack time sensitive targets effectively, is not
mentioned.*” One squadron was to be on standby at all times but, given
the lengthy communications chain, it is doubtful if enough information
could have reached the squadron in time to ensure they could attack a
target effectively. This was an issue that was raised by the RAF Component
in a memorandum to the AASF that discussed the channels of control in
such circumstances. The memorandum stated that AASF squadrons ‘will
probably be called up to bomb fleeting opportunity targets and it will be
extremely difficult to get information as to targets through sufficiently
quickly if the aircraft are right outside our area’.*8

The discussions between the Air Ministry and War Office, combined
with the thinking about the abilities of the AASF to conduct the strate-
gic role it had originally been given, eventually led to a radical change in
both policy and the command structure of the RAF in France.*” The War
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Office continued their push for outright control of the air support force
during these discussions.®® However, there was a desire for change within
the RAF in Britain as well as in France. The weaknesses of the current air
support organisation were clear to one of the leading authorities on air
support, Barratt, who was AOC-in-C No. 1 Mission, RAF.%! It was sug-
gested by ACM E. R. Ludlow-Hewitt, AOC-in-C Bomber Command,
that in order to resolve the current problems that plagued the RAF’s
air support force in France, a new headquarters should be established
that would ‘button up the divergent or convergent requirements of the
French and British forces, the Air Component, the AASF and Bomber
Command’.>? The result of the discussions between the Air Ministry and
the War Office was the establishment of a new RAF formation that would
be responsible for all the air support conducted by the RAF in France,
including that of the AASEF. The responsibility of this new command was
also extended to include all parts of the Allied front and not just the British
sector.”® The AASF, which had been under the nominal operational con-
trol of Bomber Command, was transferred to this new formation, British
Air Forces in France (BAFF), when it came into official existence on 15
January 1940.>* These discussions demonstrate that there must have been
a degree of goodwill between the two services to reach an agreement on
the make-up of this new command. This goodwill, however, would not
last longer than the end of the campaign itself.

The position of the new commander of BAFF, Barratt, had to be clari-
fied. It was stated as being a similar position to that of Gort, except that
Barratt would not be under any French authority in the chain of com-
mand, despite now being responsible for potentially supporting both
French and British ground offensives. The Air Ministry and War Office
took the command relationship that existed between the Royal Navy and
Coastal Command as the basis for how they saw the new AOC-in-C’s role.
There was still, however, a great deal of confusion regarding the role of the
AASEF despite its transfer to BAFF. If it were required to support Bomber
Command in strategic operations, then its command would pass back to
the AOC-in-C Bomber Command. Orders would be issued to the AASF in
this scenario by the COS Committee after having the operation sanctioned
by the War Cabinet.®® This was still a highly complex way of control-
ling a force overseas, despite one link in the communication chain being
removed. With this system Barratt was unable to prevent the AASF from
conducting strategic raids against the German homeland when they may
have been better employed conducting operations at the tactical level.®
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Barratt was further charged with ensuring that Gort had ‘full assurances
regarding the provision of air support’.>” Barratt’s appointment to BAFF
was confirmed at the end of December 1939.58 Stuart Peach has described
Barratt’s major role as the AOC-in-C of BAFF as attempting to ‘bring a
semblance of coherence to his command’ that had been missing when the
AASF and RAF Component had existed as two separate formations and
under different operational commands.*

To the RAF at least, the creation of BAFF was the end of the two-
decade struggle with the War Office over the operational control of tac-
tical air forces in Britain, with the RAF emerging victorious.®® The War
Office were, for the time being at least, happy to accept this settlement
over operational control but still voiced concerns about the timing of air
support on the battlefield and the resources that the RAF dedicated to
this role.%! Barratt’s position as AOC-in-C BAFF was an unusual and dif-
ficult one. The expanded role allowed him to co-ordinate the RAF’s air
support plans and intentions with the French armed forces to a greater
extent, but he had no control over the administration of his force except
at the highest level possible. The RAF explained this anomaly by stat-
ing that ‘a working system of administration, under the AASF and the
Air Component, was already in existence’ and that they wished to ‘avoid
swamping an operational commander with administrative detail’.%?

Discussions took place between BAFF, the AASF and Bomber
Command for a contingency communications system to be utilised if
communications between the AASF and Bomber Command were inter-
rupted during operations owing to the complexity of the primary system.
In this scenario, BAFF was to assume overall command of the AASF, and
they were to advise how many squadrons were to be kept in reserve for
‘Special Opportunity Targets’ (fleeting opportunity targets). The nature
of the orders was also subject to discussion and it was decided that at
certain times it would be ‘more appropriate for Advanced Headquarters
BAFF, to allot tasks rather than targets and AASF and Bomber Command
will best be judges in the light of results which they were obtaining, as to
the exact targets to be attacked [emphasis added]’.%® This was a real sea
change in the doctrinal thinking of the RAF, which previously had been as
inflexible as the army with regard to orders. Previously, aircraft would be
assigned a target and it was only this that they could attack—if this was not
possible then the aircraft would have been sent on a wasted mission. Now,
through an emphasis on tasks instead of targets, not only would the air-
craft become more efficient in conducting this role, but the responsibility
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for conducting the mission in the best way possible and attacking the best
possible target available passed from the squadron or wing commander
and down to the pilot himself. This was a similar system employed by the
Heer when conducting ground operations and will be looked at in more
detail below when the fighting in France is the focus.

A further area of focus for BAFF was the ability of its new squadrons to
conduct an air support role both by day and night. As the original plan for
the Battle squadrons in particular had been strategic day bombing raids
against Germany, they had little knowledge of conducting air support
operations, particularly at night. This carried with it an increased risk. In
order to reduce this risk extensive training would be required before they
could be sent on active operations. The space to conduct this training was
simply not available in northern France and the restrictions laid down by
the French High Command with regard to Allied aircraft crossing the bor-
der with Germany meant that any potential space could not be exploited.
The AASF conducted its training in air support by day and night from an
acrodrome far away from the French border in Perpignan.®

The creation of BAFF also saw a limited reorganisation of personnel
within it. After it had been created, a conference was held to discuss the
issues the new command faced:

It was pointed out the any decision as to the strength of allocation of bomb-
ing effort was, in essence, a military problem. Only a limited amount of
bombing effort was available, and if ‘the demand exceeded supply’ it would
ultimately be for General Georges to decide where this effort was to be
expended. It was therefore suggested that to meet any difficulties that might
arise, a Staff Officer from General George’s Headquarters should be at the
Headquarters of the AOC-in-C in order to represent or obtain General
George’s decision when necessary.%

Whilst Barratt was not officially under General Georges command, such
discussions could only have made clear who the senior partner in the
Alliance was and who was driving both the strategy and priorities when
any fighting began.

BAFF’s thinking with regard to what was then termed the ‘close sup-
port role” was in real terms no different to that of the RAF during the
interwar period and lends weight to the argument made above that the
doctrine used in France and highlighted by the monograph on air support
and photographic interpretation was indeed based on the Air Ministry’s
and not the War Office’s thinking on the subject:



TACTICAL AIR POWER AND THE BATTLE OF FRANCE, 1940 55

operational instructions issued by BAFF and Bomber Command ... stated
that ‘Bomber aircraft had proved extremely useful i support of an advancing
army, especially against weak anti-aircraft resistance, but it is not clear that a
bomber force used against an advancing army, well supported by all forms
of anti-aircraft defence and a large force of fighter aircraft will be economi-
cally effective. For this reason it is intended that the scale of our bomber
effort shall depend on the gravity of the situation [emphasis in original]*.%

Hall has gone as far, and correctly, to argue that ‘BAFF was what three
years later would be called a Tactical Air Force, affiliated with an Army
Group in a designated theatre of operations.®” It was also a force similar in
make-up to BAFF that the army agreed to create in mid-1942 in prepara-
tion for invading the continent.

The area in which BAFF had its biggest impact, and laid the founda-
tions for Army Co-operation Command when it was created in the wake
of the Battle of France, was close air support communication techniques.
The breakthrough made by the Allied Central Air Bureau (ACAB), set
up in November 1939 at Chauny, allowed the development of a system
that could provide impromptu air support in the field. The ACAB was
based upon some of the ideas that had emerged from the First World War
and interwar army co-operation reports. It also demonstrated that the
interservice friction over air support was felt more at the higher levels of
command within the two services as the ACAB functioned with efficiency
in its role. The ACAB had a joint air/army staff with an army officer repre-
senting Gort. This officer, Lieutenant Colonel J. D. Woodall, was crucial
to the further development of air support communications in Britain.®

The ACAB began as a signals organisation ‘built on a series of land-
lines with ciphered Wireless [ Telegraphy] backup’.%’ A centralised com-
munications hub could only serve to improve the RAF’s response time
when being tasked to attack time sensitive targets. Its functions fell into
three distinct areas: the first was to sort information received from the
various reconnaissance missions that were flown. The ACAB would then
be able to request further reconnaissance to monitor potentially danger-
ous developments and allot bombing tasks where necessary based on the
reports.”? The efficiency of reconnaissance and mission selection would
improve vastly in the hands of a centralised body such as this, one that
was capable of handling a complex task and that was also aware of the
tactical and operational plans of both services. Secondly, the ACAB played
a further role in improving the communications between the British and
French forces. They were
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entrusted with the task not only of maintaining close liaison with General
d’Astier on all points which concerned the two Air Forces in his Zone, but
also of studying the whole problem of air action in the event of operations
in Belgium and Holland; the plans for which were being prepared by the
French High Command.”

Thirdly, the ACAB was also perfectly placed to take advantage of another
joint service development that had taken place while the RAF was in
France. This was the creation of ‘a specialised ground reconnaissance unit,
composed of a joint army/air’ unit called ‘Phantom’.”?

There was little initial enthusiasm for the ACAB, or the plans for the
conduct of air support in general from Gort and he wrote a vociferous let-
ter to the CIGS General Sir Edmund Ironside, stating that

On paper this Bureau makes the best of a somewhat confused air situation.
I am doubtful if it will work in war, if only because of its reliance on long
communications.”?

That Gort wrote a letter to his superior arguing against a communications
system that was under joint service command and an air support force
under the operational command of the RAF should not come as a surprise.
That does not mean that everything that Gort said about the air sup-
port system prior to the German invasion of France in May 1940 should,
however, be dismissed. After observing an exercise of the communications
system, Gort identified that the lead time between an aircraft conducting
reconnaissance and the target being engaged was still too long, and would
be an issue if time was of the essence during operations:

Last week the board carried out a two-day practice scheme which worked
pretty well, but it brought out the delays which now occur between a recon-
naissance aircraft sighting a suitable target and the bombers leaving the
ground to engage it, delays which must be overcome.”

The resolution of this issue was the key to providing timely air support to
land forces in the field.

The ACAB continued in existence despite initial hesitations and looked
to develop solutions to the problems that an air force supporting ground
troops would face. The primary concern was improving the speed of com-
munications from reconnaissance aircraft in the air to the bomber squad-
rons on standby at forward aerodromes. The ACAB’s operation room
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expanded its communications network allowing it to have ‘continuous
contact with [the] Air Ministry, Bomber Command, the BEF and the
Advanced Air Striking Force’.”® In his despatch written after BAFF had
been evacuated from the continent, Barratt highlighted the work under-
taken by ACAB to improve the RAF’s ability to provide air support to
the BEF: ‘Full scale exercises were held to test out the organization of
the AAB in relation to the probable task of knitting together air recon-
naissance and information generally with the selection of objectives for air
bombardment.’”® The importance of Phantom and the ACAB should not
be underestimated—they provided the intellectual framework that would
transform the RAF’s ability to conduct air support in future campaigns:

It became clear from signals exercise that special provision was required for
getting back directly to ACAB at Chauny up-to-the-minute information
about the ground situation and requirements for air action. For this purpose
a special ground reconnaissance unit comprising a joint army/air mission
but best known by its code name of ‘Phantom’, was set up under command
of [an] RAF officer with an army officer borrowed from the GHQ as his
second in command and head of the army element. The task of ‘Phantom’
was to get rapid information back to BAFF at all costs and for the purpose
it was provided with mobile wireless stations or ‘tentacles’ to be sent out to
forward positions from which the course of the battle could be observed
and reported. This unit—a measure of whose value can be gained by the fact
that when the battle began BAFF usually had the information thirty-hours
sooner than the French Army and was in fact the origin on the one hand of
the Air Support Signals Unit (ASSU) ....77

Their importance is demonstrated further through Gort’s despatch at
the end of the fighting in which his opinion of the communications had
changed dramatically and for the good. He was also clear in his think-
ing about the potential future implications of its further development.
To have changed the thoughts of a man who was so ingrained in his own
service’s thinking was no mean feat and demonstrates just how important
the two formations were for the future development of tactical air power
in Britain:

The development of the ACAB and of its communications to the headquar-
ters of higher formations in France and to the Royal Air Force at home,
was likewise to prove its worth in the days to come as an organisation for
co-ordinating information and requests for air action.”®
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The ACAB has rightly been described as ‘one of the very few positive
developments to come out of the fighting against the Germans the fol-
lowing spring’.”®

Artillery co-operation was one of the most important and success-
ful roles conducted by the RFC/RAF during the First World War, and
its development continued under the direction of the army in the late
1930s—the ideas that emerged were due to be trialled in operations in
France. It is, however, necessary at this point to give a brief overview of
the system that was pioneered in the First World War and the develop-
ments that emerged in the interwar period to provide the necessary con-
text to understand progression in the field of artillery reconnaissance and
observation. As a former artillery officer before transferring to the RFC in
the First World War, Barratt was able to apply the specialist knowledge he
had gained in this area to assist in much needed improvements.

During the First World War aircraft were employed to spot for artil-
lery batteries, correcting the fall of shot by employing the ‘clock code’
system that was pioneered by Donald Lewis and Baron James. The fall of
shot was corrected by an artillery co-operation pilot via R/T, indicating
to the battery commander how far away and in what direction the shells
had fallen. The target was placed in the middle of an imaginary clock face
and used as a guide for both the pilot and artillery commander. A shot
to the east of the target, for example, would be indicated by the number
three; the number six indicated a shot that had fallen short. The distance
from the target was then given in multiples of one hundred yards.®® The
War Office felt that whilst the clock code system had functioned efficiently
enough during the static trench warfare phase of the First World War, its
efficiency had fallen away when semi-mobile warfare was restored to the
battlefield and the department pushed for trials of a new system. As may be
expected, given the difficulties that existed between the two services dur-
ing the interwar period, the Air Ministry and War Office interpreted the
results of these trials in opposite ways and despite further experiments with
aircraft more suited to this role, little further development was undertaken
prior to the outbreak of the Second World War.®! These further trials

Showed reasonably conclusively that effective fire [control] could be reached
considerably quicker than the existing [artillery control] procedure, and that
this fire could be observed [from] up to some 8,000 yards. A trial [using]
Spitfires ... showed that a light aeroplane, even without previous warnings,
had quite a good chance of dodging the fire of a modern fast fighter.®



TACTICAL AIR POWER AND THE BATTLE OF FRANCE, 1940 59

Despite the issues that existed between the two services, the development
of artillery reconnaissance was not retarded with the coming of war and
the first Air OP was established in Britain in February 1940. The original
term for this formation was a Flying Observation Post (Flying OP), not
Air OP, and consisted of Taylorcraft Plus and Stinson Voyager aircraft. The
Flying OP moved to France on 19 April 1940 and trials were conducted
in order to gain greater experience in active operations, to settle flight
handling issues and to decide what organisation was best suited to this
developing role.®?

The trials were to be conducted in three stages—one was to be a test ‘in
the French Army area including shoots ... against actual German targets’.
The final phase of training was to be active operations trialling the results
of the previous tests in the Saar sector.®* The course of history, however,
would prevent these trials being conducted as they were planned to begin
the day after the German invasion. Two figures, Majors A. G. Matthews
and H. C. Bazeley of A/E Battery Royal Horse Artillery (RHA), who were
the pioneers of the Air OP concept in the interwar period, were based in
the Saar sector in preparation to conduct the trials. The artillery batteries
assembled in this sector were ordered to join their formations to support
the BEF in response to the German invasion. The RAF flight that had been
selected to conduct trials (D Flight) moved to Mailly ‘in the hope that the
campaign would stabilize enough for them to continue the last vital phase
of the tests’.®®> When it was clear that this would not happen, D Flight
was removed from France to continue the Air OP tests in Britain. Despite
showing some promise of improving the efficiency of artillery observa-
tion, the trials had been planned too late to have any real impact on the
fighting in France. The idea of the Air OP, however, was not to be forgot-
ten and its development would occur at pace under Army Co-operation
Command. This episode confirms that British forces were not expecting
the German attack and probably also believed that any operations that did
occur would unfold at a similar pace to those of the First World War.

Whilst preparations were being made for the trial of the Air OP concept,
a great deal of planning had been done by the RAF prior to the German
attack on how they would support the BEF in the field, utilising the
approximately three hundred aircraft available in twenty-five squadrons.3¢
Four squadrons of Lysanders were to conduct tactical reconnaissance, four
squadrons of Blenheims would conduct strategic and special reconnaissance
of bombing objectives, and six squadrons of fighters (four Hurricanes and
two Gladiators) would provide the escort for the reconnaissance aircraft and
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provide ‘general security of the BEF Area and Lines of Communication’.%”
It had been agreed that the French Armée de P Air would limit their opera-
tions to night bombing and would only conduct bombing by day in an
emergency.®® It must be questioned why, as the senior partner in the alli-
ance, the Armée de I’ Air was restricted in the role that it would play in the
operation. There is no evidence to suggest that the night bombing training
conducted by the RAF at Perpignan was not successful and the conclusion
must be reached that the commanders of the Armée de I Air telt that their
forces were incapable of conducting daylight bombing missions in support
of their own land forces.®

The RAF Component fighters were assigned the task of ‘maintain[ing]
air superiority, defend[ing] important points, such as Headquarters, aero-
dromes and lines of communication, protect[ing]| the BEF in its advance
to the Dyle, and to protect reconnaissance aircraft operating in the British
tactical reconnaissance area’.?® In keeping with the doctrinal thinking of
the RAF in the interwar period, ‘Aircraft were to be placed in direct sup-
port of the army when they are directed against targets whose destruction
will immediately contribute to the success of the land battle.” The support
provided would be interdiction and not close support, in order

to isolate the battlefield from reinforcements and supply; to block and delay
the movement of reserves; to create disorganisation and confusion behind
the enemy concerned by bombing his communications, headquarters and
supply services; in attack—Dby holding off enemy reserves to prevent hostile
counter-attack and eventually turn the ‘break-in’ into a ‘break-through’;
in defence—to stop the enemy reinforcing his first attacking wave and to
prevent the continuation of the attack and the possibility of his exploiting
any partial success.”!

The German invasion began with a surprise attack through Belgium
and Luxembourg. The Belgian military attaché based in Berlin had already
warned his government of the date of the attack but, due to the many inva-
sion scares that had occurred since the Germans had successfully defeated
Poland, little notice of this warning was taken by the Allies.”?> The Armée
de I Air did attempt to conduct operations against the Webrmacht, but
quickly found itself outnumbered in terms of operational aircraft avail-
ability.”® This in turn placed greater pressure on the RAF to undertake an
increased number of air support operations and, as a result, affected their
ability to provide general support across the front. The Germans did not,
however, have a material superiority in terms of operational availability in
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any other area.”* The Webrmacht utilised an operational concept to create
a decisive advantage against the enemy. This concept is the schwerpunkt,
the centre of gravity and point of maximum effort of the attack, and was
crucial to the success of the blitzkrieg, where decisive numbers and mate-
rial superiority were focused at what the attacker wished to be the decisive
point of the operation.”®

As soon as the attack had been confirmed, the Allies put their strategic
plan into action and advanced to the Dyle River in Belgium to defend
against the expected German attack through Belgium and into northern
France in a similar way to the attack in 1914. The first operations con-
ducted by the RAF were reconnaissance sorties around the Dyle sector
where the BEF planned to operate.”® The Allied forces faced little opposi-
tion when conducting the manocuvres.®” Part of the reason for this was
that at the start of operations, the Luftwaffe had very little interest in
providing close support for the Heer (army) whilst it was moving up to its
starting positions. Instead, they acted as an interdiction force, concentrat-
ing on attacking airfields and aircraft that were on the ground. Through
these attacks the Luftwaffe were attempting to gain localised air superior-
ity and to seal off the battlefield.”® The Luftwaffe continued their inter-
diction role on 11 May by attacking Allied communication centres. This
resulted in a paralysis of operations in a ‘vital area; and on Allied troops
advancing or deployed for battle’.?* The flexibility of command given to
junior German army officers in the field was also given to the pilots of the
Luftwaffe:“Wehrmacht High Command Directives ordering air support
for the Army did not specify whether this should take the form of attacks
to seal off the battle area or direct support over the battlefield, or a combi-
nation of both.”% This is a classic example of the German military concept
of Auftragstaktik or mission command. This concept simply specified to
the junior commander what the objective for the mission was and is closely
tied to the schwerpunkt. It was left to the junior commander to plan and
decide how best the mission could be accomplished. The missions con-
ducted by the Luftwaffe prior to the German attack at Sedan are a clear
demonstration that it was more than simply a tactical level close support
force tied organisationally to the army.

Whilst the Luftwaffe were conducting their interdiction missions, the
Webrmacht were advancing their spearhead Panzer formations through
the Ardennes Forest.!%! This part of the Allied sector was poorly defended
and was not subjected to the same detailed reconnaissance as the Dyle
sector. Part of the reason for this was that the French believed that the
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Ardennes was impassable to a modern armoured and mechanised force
given the poor road network available:

Even allowing for the distortions of hindsight, after one has actually
explored the terrain, it is hard to comprehend how anyone (except per-
haps a Deuxieme Burean officer who had never set foot outside the Crillon
Bar) could possibly have deemed the Ardennes ‘impenetrable’ for a modern
army. It becomes still more extraordinary when one learns that, in 1938,
manoeuvres were actually conducted under General Pretélat (then com-
mander designate of the Second Army) which exactly paralleled the German
attack of May 1940 [emphasis in original ].1%2

Taking Alistair Horne’s analysis of pre-war French manoeuvres into
account, it is extremely difficult to understand how the idea of the impen-
etrable Ardennes persisted. One must conclude that, as with the RAF’s
investigations into the Spanish Civil War, there was a degree of conforma-
tional thinking bias within the French High Command.

It was at Sedan and across the Meuse River that close air support had it
greatest effects in the Battle of France, but it was an isolated example and
should not be taken as indicative of the battle as a whole. The Webrmacht
planned to utilise their schwerpunkt—Lieutenant Colonel Heinz Guderian
amassed his Panzer forces at Sedan squeezing them ‘into a combat sec-
tor barely ten kilometres wide’.1% The build-up of German forces around
Sedan and stretching back through the Ardennes provided the ideal tar-
get for a force specialising in interdiction operations, but the focus for
BAFF was in supporting the movement of the BEF to the Dyle.!®* A
degree of reconnaissance was conducted around the Ardennes but the
results were dismissed as they did not fit into official French thinking—
German presence was deemed to be a feint to draw French forces away
what was expected to be the main German thrust into northern France
through Belgium: “The French High Command was still clinging to its
refusal to consider the passage of the Ardennes as practical despite warn-
ings from French airmen who had seen signs of massive troop concentra-
tions.”!% Barratt, as head of BAFF, was keen to attack the massive troop
build-up, but was denied permission to divert his resources to this sector.
The German tailback stretched into Germany itself and the French High
Command were still fearful of the potential reprisals that could be inflicted
upon the French population if the interdiction missions missed the mili-
tary targets and instead hit civilians.'%
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The attack on the defences at the Meuse opposite Sedan began on 12
May and the Luftwaffe were able to exploit the local air superiority their
interdiction missions had given them to the fullest extent.!?” The Germans
had also launched an offensive feint when Army Group B advanced
towards the Dyle River, confirming the Allies thinking about German stra-
tegic intentions. The Luftwaffe began its assault across the Meuse aiding
Guderian’s ground forces. Guderian had also taken the tactical decision
that the Luftwaffe would provide air support continuously and not group
their forces together for ‘a massive short attack’.!® The importance of air
superiority has been noted by Byford who also provides some explanation
as to why the British army of the interwar period did not grasp just how
fundamentally important it was, not only attaining but also retaining it
during the course of an operation:

What had achieved success for the Germans was primarily indirect air sup-
port—isolating the battlefield and cutting communications—following the
achievement of air superiority, but both of these effects were invisible to the
soldier on the battlefield and consequently, not well understood.'®

The basic tactical and communications doctrine of the RAF mirrored
that of the Luftwaffe. Both emphasised the importance of the co-location
of air and ground headquarters, but only one force put that into prac-
tice.!’® The French were faced with grave and potentially fatal problems at
Sedan. The forces manning the sector were third-rate, poorly trained con-
scripts posted there as it was expected to be a quiet part of the line. These
forces were older, unused to combat and ill-disciplined. The defensive
position from which they were to suppress any potential attack was incom-
plete as the focus for the French had been on the building of the Maginot
Line. Their artillery support was also somewhat diminished as it was felt
that if'an attack was unlikely, these formations could have a more decisive
role to play in other sectors.!! In any event, the artillery in the sector was
quickly neutralised by attack from the air on the evening of 12 May.!'!?

The attacks of 12 May were, however, only a preliminary as the full
weight of the Luftwaffe was brought to bear upon the defenders around
Sedan the following day. It appeared to the Allies that these attacks were
building upon a surprise success for the Germans, and the air attacks espe-
cially were unplanned. In fact, they had been fully planned the previous
evening and incorporated into the wider Webrmacht plan for the crossing
of the Meuse that day. One interesting aspect of the air support attacks
conducted by the Luftwaffe is the lack of physical damage they caused the
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defenders and the defences. Where it had its greatest success, however, was
the psychological impact upon the third-rate conscripts. This prevented
the French troops from mounting any form of coherent defence and
proved to be decisive in what could have been a very hazardous crossing
of the Meuse for the Germans:

These ungainly craft [Ju-87 Stukas] hurtling out of the sky in near vertical
dives with their screeching sirens, dropping their bombs with pinpoint pre-
cision, systematically destroyed the French defences, wrecking artillery bat-
teries and reducing the French reservists to a state of numb resignation.!!3

As the Allies still believed the offensive around Sedan to be a feint, little
was done to counter it, particularly in the immediate aftermath when the
Germans had been unable to gain a secure bridgehead over the river.!'* If
the opportunity that presented itself to the Allies had been taken in the

hours after the German crossing of the Meuse they would have found a
force of infantry with very little in the way of tank and artillery support and
could have contained the attack on the banks of the Meuse. By the end of
the 13th May, each Panzer Corps had been able to establish a bridgehead on
the far bank of the Meuse.'"?

This was the only offensive action conducted by the Webrmacht where
air support played a decisive role.''® Every other crossing of the Meuse was
successfully achieved without the intervention of the Lufiwaffe.!”

Every available plane was being committed to support Guderian that day [13
May], the tactical air strikes on Major General Erwin Rommel’s front had
been strictly limited, and they could at most have been partly responsible for
the chaos which was to exert so disastrous an influence in the mounting of
French counter-attacks.!!8

It was through the support of tanks and artillery rather than air power that
the other crossings of the Meuse were achieved successfully.

The crossings themselves were not a certainty. The danger of the attack
lay in having to cross a vast swathe of open ground when conducting the
crossing itself and many German troops were reluctant to do this in inflat-
able dinghies. In an attempt to spur his troops on, Guderian took a huge
personal risk and led the first wave of the attack personally. By the evening
of 13 May this potential problem had been neutralised as German engineers
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had successfully built a series of pontoon bridges across the Meuse allowing
armoured formations to cross and prepare to defend against the expected
counter-attack.

A planned French reorganisation in the Sedan sector added to the
already confused situation, preventing any real organisation of resistance.
The 1st Cavalry Division were in the process of withdrawing from Sedan
to be replaced by the 18th Infantry Division. The latter had only just taken
up their defensive positions and were without anti-tank guns or artillery
support.'?®

As has been demonstrated, whilst air support was important to
Guderian’s crossing of the Meuse at Sedan, it was not a prerequisite for
German success. The image of Stuka aircraft conducting raids on troops
became burned, to a certain degree, on the collective conscience of the
British army at the time and subsequently the public. The possible reasons
why this myth has continued to endure will form part of the next chapter.
After their success supporting Guderian, the Luftwaffe would not have a
mass of troops contained within a relatively small area against which to
conduct similar attacks.!?® The French cavalry which was engaged with the
German feint on the Belgian Plain suddenly found themselves without any
form of air support. This was because the majority of the aircraft supplying
cover were transferred to conduct attacks around the Sedan region in an
attempt to stem the flow of German armour and matériel '>!

The Webrmacht tried to exploit their success around Sedan as quickly
as possible to gain maximum advantage from the fact that the Allied forces
were off balance and attempting to put their own plans into action.'??
The intention was to sweep across France as soon as possible to reach the
Channel coast and pin the Allied forces against the Franco-Belgian border.
If successful, such a manoeuvre would cause tensions within the Allied
relationship as there was the very real danger of their being cut off from
the Channel ports and any means of escape.

However, the offensive also presented problems for the Webrmacht—
such a drive would involve an extended and exposed right flank susceptible
to counter-attack. This fear was based on the experience of the opening
phase of the First World War when the German advance was attacked
from the flank by French forces coming from Paris and which resulted
in a German defeat at the First Battle of the Marne. Such anxiety perme-
ated the German High Command over this issue (going all the way to
Hitler) that in order to prevent a potential disaster after such astounding
initial success, several stop orders were sent to Guderian who, realising



66 M.POWELL

the opportunity that presented itself, proceeded to ignore them, and at
one point offered his resignation if he was prevented from continuing the
advance.'??

The Luftwaffe’s task now turned back to interdiction and observa-
tion as they acted as flank cover for the advancing German formations.!**
The RAF was forced to watch as the Luftwaffe demonstrated what could
be achieved by an air force that was able to successfully provide aerial
support for land forces. As had been planned, the break out from Sedan
caused massive disruption in the French rear, disruption from which they
would never recover: ‘A chaos of guns, tanks, military vehicles of all kinds,
inextricably entangled with horse-drawn refugee carts, covered the roads
and verges.”'?® The Heer was also assisted in its speedy advance by the
Henschel 126 observation aircraft acting in a forward reconnaissance role
reporting the movements of Allied troops.!2°

Prior to the German assault at Sedan, the RAF had been ably support-
ing the BEF in its advance to the Dyle, encountering little resistance and
facing very little competition for air superiority around that sector.'?” The
reason for this was that the Germans ‘were too astute and polite enough
to hinder the enemy when he was making a fatal mistake’.1?® BAFF set up
their headquarters in line with the thinking in the Manual of Combined
Naval, Military and Air Operations. Its forward headquarters was located
close to the French Commander of Zone 4’ Opérations Aériennes Novd
(ZOAN) at Chauny. This was, however, some distance away from the
BEF’s headquarters which was located at Arras, ignoring the interwar idea
of co-location of headquarters.'?

The first actions of BAFF was, surprisingly, ‘low flying bombing raids
against enemy columns in Luxembourg’.}*® These attacks were a total fail-
ure and added even greater pressure on BAFF to improve its air support
capabilities in a short space of time if they were to provide meaningful
support to the BEF. BAFF received reports of the German invasion of
Belgium and Luxembourg through the Ardennes as early as 09.10 hours
on 10 May. Being the junior partner in the alliance, however, meant that
in order to initiate any sort of aerial response to this relied upon the per-
mission of the French High Command. This permission was denied to
BAFF, and after several hours of deliberating over the unfolding situation,
Barratt ordered attacks on the troop build-up on his own initiative and
against the wishes of the French.!3!

Even at this stage of the battle, RAF pilots were reporting severe
problems flying offensive operations. Despite BAFF conducting as many



TACTICAL AIR POWER AND THE BATTLE OF FRANCE, 1940 67

missions as possible, multiple requests for support were not met due to
a lack of resources.’® There are several possible explanations for why
the requests for support could not be met: BAFF may have simply been
under-resourced for the tasks they were expected to perform; the BEF
may have been making requests for support when it was not necessary,
instead of relying on artillery support; the BEF may also have been
originally somewhat hoodwinked by the French with regard to how far
the French would be able to provide support from the air. Given the
attitude of the BEF as a whole to air support, combined with the fact
that the French had dedicated few resources to that function, it is fair
to conclude that BAFF’s failure was due to a combination of these two
factors. That is not to say the BAFF had not been under-resourced, but
these two issues are of greater importance.

One of the major problems faced was that due to increasing number of
refugees on the roads fleeing the advancing German armed forces, pick-
ing out military targets and avoiding civilian casualties was extremely dif-
ficult.’®® Another difficulty was one that had been raised by Gort prior to
the German invasion: ‘Even at this early stage of operations, the difficul-
ties of operating against fleeting targets became evident.” The columns
against which raids had been despatched proved to have disappeared or
to have moved elsewhere by the time the raid reached the area of opera-
tion.'** Reconnaissance had been restricted to the BEF’s area of operations
until 12 May when it was conducted on enemy troop movements.'3 This
reconnaissance revealed to the Allies the true nature and direction of the
German offensive. In response to this, Blenheims of the AASF launched
attacks around the Maastricht region, taking severe losses. Only two of the
nine aircraft that were sent on this mission returned.'3® A section of Battles
was sent to attack the pontoon bridges that crossed the Meuse. During
this raid, advancing German columns also came under attack.!®”

Full-scale attacks against the German bridges spanning the Meuse did
not take place until 14 May, two full days after the Germans had originally
begun their assault and with a full day to establish anti-aircraft defences.
The Germans had also deployed ‘a protective umbrella of Messerchmitts’
around the battle area.!®® Generals Gamelin and Georges had agreed late
on 13 May that there would be a full air attack on the German positions at
Sedan and the Meuse. The responsibility for the attack would be divided
with BAFF conducting the morning raids and the French attacking in
the afternoon.’ It would consist of four waves of bombers at approxi-
mately three-hour intervals with a fighter escort. Its objective was to be
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the destruction of the bridges spanning the Meuse, thereby cutting the
advancing German forces from their means of supply.'*® Four bridges
crossing the Meuse and one crossing the Cheirs River were selected as
targets. The result of the morning raid by BAFF was disappointing to say
the least. Only one aircraft was able to confirm hitting any of the selected
targets.!*! The RAF had investigated the attacking of bridges as carly as
November 1939 as it was believed that more disruption could be caused
to an advancing enemy through their destruction. The problems associ-
ated with conducting attacks on these targets were made abundantly clear:
“The penetration [to destroy them] must be obtained by high or medium
altitude bombing’ as the targets’ small size and the anti-aircraft defences
that would surround them required greater accuracy.!*?

The attacks of the afternoon, again conducted by BAFF as the Armée de
P Asr did not have sufficient resources, have been described as a ‘modern
day charge into the valley of death for the bomber crews’.!*® The forces
tasked with defending the bridges were on full alert after the attacks of the
morning.'** The bomber forces detailed to carry out this raid had no real
chance of success, but had little option but to try, given the graveness of
the situation if the bridges were not destroyed. Barratt was fully aware of
the suicidal nature of the mission and asked only for volunteers to conduct
it.1#> All of the crews on duty that afternoon volunteered:

Even if not said in so many words, the sacrifices were made to prevent any
further invasion and to save Allied forces. Barratt knew it when he com-
mitted his BAFF forces, but he had little option. It has been said it almost
broke him.!*®

When the volunteer forces reached Sedan,

they were set upon by hordes of Messerchmitts and many were destroyed.
Others fell to flak and many more were shot out of the sky on the way home;
only thirty-one [of seventy-one that conducted the attack] returned. Five
days of daylight operations had cost about half the RAF’s bomber strength
in France, and some squadrons had been taken out of the line.'*’

The losses sustained in the afternoon attack at Sedan, whilst heavy, were
not unusual as the AASF had been suffering similar loss rates in the previous
days. Barratt had been told by the Air Staff that the losses being incurred
could not continue if BAFF was to be an effective force in France.'*® What
was becoming clear to all those in BAFF was the obsolescence of the air-
craft being used to conduct the attacks. One of the issues that Barratt and
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BAFF faced in France was that there were simply not enough escort air-
craft to protect the pilots when they were conducting air support missions
and this left them vulnerable to the superior Luftwaffe fighters.'* Shortly
after Barratt had received his order from the Air Staff, the French govern-
ment appealed to the new Prime Minister in Britain, Winston Churchill,
for more RAF fighter squadrons to be sent to France to aid them in their
attempts at defending their homeland. This request was refused as it was
believed that those fighter squadrons would be required to defend Britain
and would simply be wasted in a hopeless cause if sent to France.!* The
AOC-in-C Fighter Command, Air Marshal Sir Hugh Dowding, felt that
the squadrons were vital to the security of Britain and put this view to the
War Cabinet on 15 May and furthered his opinion in a letter written the
following day. Vincent Orange has described this letter as ‘the most famous
written by any airman at any time’.!%!

Even though the fighting in France continued for several weeks, the
result was never in doubt after the German success at Sedan and the sur-
rounding area. The Allied forces were never able to recover sufficiently to
be little more than a thorn in the side of the Wehrmacht. One of the major
causes of the fall of France in 1940 was a communications system that,
already slow and cumbersome, was made even more so because the com-
manders were ‘security conscious [and this] limited their use of radios and
forced them to depend on couriers, who were slower’.'52 Whilst the fight-
ing continued, BAFF attacked the extending German lines of communi-
cation and supply but caused little disruption to the German advance,!*3
which eventually cut the Allied forces” communications and ground troops
were no longer able to keep in touch with BAFF or Phantom.!** BAFF was
forced to communicate with the BEF through RAF Hawkinge to provide
the support it still required.'® The almost continual withdrawal of the
BEF meant that BAFF lost its aerodromes and forward airfields that had
been utilised by the RAF Component. It abandoned Poix and moved to
Abbeville, whilst the AASF moved from Rheims to central France.'® The
Air Component withdrew from France between 19 and 21 May.!®” On the
same day medium bombers were also withdrawn from active operations
due to the heavy losses they had sustained.!5®

After BAFF’s withdrawal from France, it found air support far easier to
conduct. Utilising the French trunk cable and its own W /T system they
were able to maintain ‘almost continuous contact with airfields, the French
High Command, army formations [who had not been] cut off by the
German dash to the coast and the Air Ministry’.'® The fact the BAFF found
air support operations easier to conduct from Britain than they were from
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France highlights to a great extent the validity of the army’s misgivings over
the communications system in France prior to the start of the German inva-
sion. It also confirms that this factor was the key to improving the RAF’s
capabilities in this area of operations.

The defeat in France was a huge shock to all involved. This was hard
enough to take for the protagonists, but was made worse by the speed,
manner and completeness of the defeat. Both Gort and Barratt wrote
detailed despatches on the performance of their forces in France and these
were very different in their tone and analysis of the operations conducted.
Both of these despatches have formed part of the analysis of the fighting
in France, and it is clear where the lines had previously been drawn, and
where they would continue to be drawn as the search for responsibility
continued over the summer of 1940.

Barratt’s despatch is a large document detailing the operations of BAFF
and its subordinate formations.'®® The tone of the report differs greatly
from that of Gort’s, and is not that of a recently defeated commander who
had lost faith in the formations or systems for which he was responsible.
The despatch offered suggestions on how the air support system could
be improved but did not believe that it required a radical overhaul as, in
the opinion of Barratt, it was theoretically sound.'® He also reiterated
one of the fundamental principles of air power codified by the RAF just
after the First World War: one air commander having supreme operational
and administrative control over all air forces in a given theatre. This had
not been the case in France as Gort had operational control of the Air
Component.'®? In Barratt’s opinion there was scope for the delegation of
command where formations were to co-operate with land forces but an air
force officer should remain in overall operational command.'®?

The ACAB and its work came in for special commendation. It had
allowed all information and requests for support from French, Belgian
and British commanders to be ‘collected and assessed, and the necessary
bomber and fighter operations ordered’. It also prevented the launch-
ing of attacks against friendly targets.!®* The co-location of headquarters
of ZOAN and North BAFF Operations Room allowed resources to be
pooled, and operations where British fighters escorted French bombers
and vice-versa to be planned with relative ease. This again highlights the
work done in Britain during the interwar period. Barratt could also see that
the centralised control that BAAF gave allowed him to see the broader stra-
tegic picture and select targets that were worthwhile whilst not wasting his
scarce resources. Whilst he acknowledged that such a centralised command
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system had its flaws, he noted that some of these could be overcome by not
relying on landline communications as the French High Command had
done. Given the increased tempo of operations Barratt was of the opinion
that a centralised operations room was the only ‘organisation, particularly
on the defensive [that] can cope with the speed and range of modern war-
fare or permit the economical and efficient use of all available forces’.1%

The despatch written by Gort, however, fully reflected the army’s atti-
tude towards air support that had developed during the interwar period.
The blame for the BEF’s failure was laid squarely at the door of BAFF
and the RAF. When faced with both reports on the fighting in France, the
Air Staff, almost understandably, felt that Barratt’s report was the correct
interpretation of BAFF’s role in France. They argued, and indeed would
continue to argue, that the army ‘had failed to recognise the new approach
being taken [with regard to war] on land’ and that this was the fundamen-
tal reason behind the completeness of the defeat suffered.!®

Gort believed, as he had done prior to the start of German operations
in France, that there had been a lack of aircraft detailed for army support
and that what aircraft had been assigned this task did not provide the ‘cor-
rect’ form of air support for the BEF. In Gort’s view, this took the form
of a protective umbrella of fighters patrolling the BEF’s area of operations
to prevent enemy air forces attacking. Gort’s overall solution to improv-
ing air support capabilities was simply to reorganise the RAF’s capabilities
based upon his reading of the German model that had been employed in
France. As will be demonstrated, both Gort’s and the War Office’s reading
of the German model to provide air support were fundamentally flawed.!”

The Battle of France had demonstrated serious shortcomings in the
RAF’s overall thinking about the application of air power at the tactical
level in modern warfare. There were, however, certain basic concepts
that had survived the battle. The communications system that had been
employed would be overhauled but kept to the same basic concepts, and
the ASSU would be subject to further trials in order to develop its efficiency
in providing air support against time sensitive targets. These developments
would take place against the backdrop of the War Office continuing to push
demands for its own separate army air arm, as they had done since the end
of the First World War. The Battle of France provided the catalyst for the
RAF to look again at its air support capabilities in Britain. The major result
of this change was the creation of Army Co-operation Command. It was,
however, to be created in an atmosphere of mistrust and by an RAF that
found itself in a difficult position within the interservice political sphere.
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CHAPTER 3

The Creation of Army Co-operation
Command

The debate over the development of tactical air support in Britain, which
the RAF at least thought had been settled with the agreements reached
with the War Office when war was declared, continued with increased
vigour. The army in Britain still clung to the idea first put forward by Gort
that the BEF had failed due to the lack of a proper form of air support.
Both services launched detailed investigations into the defeat in France. As
may be expected given the wildly different opinions on air support, these
inquiries reached very different conclusions on how best to ensure any
future expeditionary force was fully supported from the air. The army’s
investigation focused mainly on the BEF but did also look at air support
and its effects on the BEF’s ability to fight effectively in France. Hall has
argued that the fundamental issue that needed to be settled in the wake of
the Battle of France, was ‘who should control aircraft on the battlefield?’!
As has been demonstrated in the previous chapter this was something that
the RAF believed had been settled prior to the conflict. However, the
army reopened the issue and continued to press claims for an army air
arm under their operational control. It was an issue that would not be
fully resolved in Britain until the invasion of the continent in 1944.2 Army
Co-operation Command was to play a vital role in this resolution.

Given its combat experience in France and perceiving the decisive nature
of close air support, the army was convinced of the necessity of command-
ing their own air arm in a modern theatre of war.? With the evacuation
of the BEF from France and the latter’s occupation by a hostile power,
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the strategic, industrial and economic direction of the Second World War
had changed dramatically. The RAF found itself in a very difficult position
after the Battle of France, particularly in the political sphere of interservice
relations. The investigations into the Battle of France, and this political
pressure meant that the RAF had to at least appear to be prioritising the
development of tactical air power in Britain—this would placate the army
and prevent the creation of an army air arm, an issue that went against
the fundamental principles of air power identified after the First World
War.* The Battle of France led to a deterioration in relations between the
Air Ministry and War Office. Despite this, both services realised, after the
shock of defeat in France, that they would have to work more closely to fully
resolve the problems. The idea of the creation of an Army Co-Operation
Command within the RAF was, in fact, a War Office and not Air Ministry
idea. This potential new command would, in the mind of the War Office,
be an expert command solely responsible for the development of army
co-operation in Britain both in theory and in practice.

Although devised by the War Office, the Air Ministry was responsible
for the creation and structure of the new command. Under huge interser-
vice political pressure the RAF were forced to create an organisation whose
sole aim was the development of tactical air power, with a special focus on
the development of a communications system that would allow any future
expeditionary force to call for air support on an impromptu basis. The
RAF hurriedly created Army Co-operation Command to demonstrate to
the War Office how seriously it took air support and its development.
Army Co-operation Command was also, however, created to be a toothless
tiger. Despite this, its existence would foster an atmosphere that allowed
better relations to develop and, more importantly, allow the army to see
first-hand the operational level impact tactical air power could have. The
Air Ministry were concerned that such a command could easily become
an army air arm and its operational abilities were deliberately restricted
to prevent this from becoming a viable option. To support these argu-
ments, this chapter will analyse discussions that took place between the Air
Ministry and War Office regarding the creation of the Army Co-operation
Command reports from the RAF and army, and the joint experiments that
were conducted to develop an impromptu close support ability.

The new command was deliberately created as a non-operational com-
mand whose responsibility for the development of tactical air power was
in the realm of experimentation only. It would have no input in further
developments after this basic experimental stage. Carrington has claimed
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that ‘From the beginning there was an air of unreality in the role of Army
Co-operation Command.” It is arguable that the RAF created Army
Co-operation Command in such a way that it would develop procedures
and strategies devised from exercises with ground forces without hav-
ing to conduct active operations. It was also not expected that the RAF
would have to conduct such support operations for several years given
the bleak strategic outlook. With the Germans dominating the Channel
and Atlantic coasts, and the army having been forced to leave most of its
equipment in France, the focus was on preventing any possible invasion
attempt and not preparing for continental operations. The RAF looked to
limit the role Army Co-operation Command played with the army to keep
its resources centralised within its own framework. Carrington has further
argued that the ‘RAF’s solution to [to army co-operation ] was to tuck the
matter away ... with the cordial support of ... the army’.® Despite these
restrictions, Army Co-operation Command was able to play a vital role in
the development of tactical air power.

There is no doubt that the War Office was keen to see the creation of an
organisation whose sole focus would be on air support. How far they were
aware of the very real and severe limitations that were placed on Army
Co-operation Command is open to question. As will be demonstrated in
subsequent chapters, the War Office were not happy with the way in which
the Air Ministry created Army Co-operation Command and pushed for it
to be given a wider role and for it to become an operational command.
The War Office’s initial enthusiasm for Army Co-operation Command as
well as the RAF’s intentions to placate the War Office, can be seen clearly
in the discussions that took place within the Air Ministry on how the new
command was to be organised.” The fear of potential invasion, combined
with the catastrophic defeat suffered in France, led to a renewed impe-
tus to establish a system that could provide the required support on an
impromptu basis to forward formations in the field. As Brad Gladman
has stated, “The events in France in 1940 provided the impetus for army/
air co-operation that had not existed in Britain throughout the interwar
period.”® That this impetus existed during the interwar period has been
demonstrated in Chapter 2, but there can be no doubt that the events of
1940 sharpened the focus of both the Air Ministry and the War Office.

Gort was invited to give his account of the Battle of France prior to
the army setting up its own internal investigation.” This provided Gort
with the opportunity to develop the line of argument he had put for-
ward in his despatch from the field.!® He spoke little of air support—this
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omission spoke volumes to the War Cabinet and led to the setting up of
an internal investigation under the chairmanship of General Sir William
Bartholomew. This investigation was the army’s major search for respon-
sibility for their defeat in France.!! The fact that the War Cabinet did not
request Barratt, as commander of BAFF to speak with them demonstrates
that they were satisfied with the evidence given by Gort as to why the BEF
had been so roundly defeated. The remit of the committee was to investi-
gate why the BEF had suffered such a catastrophic defeat. This would also
include examining the actions of the RAF in France. It was the findings of
the Bartholomew Committee that placed the RAF in such a difficult posi-
tion and increased the interservice political pressure on them to be seen to
be doing more to develop tactical air power in Britain.

The Committee and its chairman, however, launched their work with
one major blunder—the investigations pre-judged the doctrine, training
and organisation of the BEF, assumed that it was sound and concluded
that it did not require major modification. All that was needed was ‘new
and better equipment’.!? The reality was that the defeat in France had
been due to a ‘variety of reasons ... such as the paucity of its troops,
equipment and air support, and a poor allied plan’.’®* The Committee also
took the War Office’s ideas and interpretations of what air support should
consist of to be the correct ones. The blame for the defeat in France, in
the War Office’s eyes was the lack of an army-controlled and adminis-
tered air arm, with aircraft that had been designed specifically to conduct
this role—dive-bombers.!* W. A Jacobs has commented that the defeat in
1940 had a two-fold and contradictory effect: ‘It greatly strengthened the
Army’s moral case; after all they had fought and lost without adequate air
support even if that difficulty did not explain the whole of their failure.”*
This was especially the case for the Committee’s chair, Bartholomew.

Unless the War Office deliberately selected Bartholomew to ‘do a job
for them’ in chairing the investigation into the fighting in France, his
selection is open to justified criticism: ‘General Bartholomew [was] an
officer who had been renowned in the interwar period for his undisguised
hatred of the RAF’.}¢ Whilst he was serving as the Commandant of the
Imperial Defence College, from 1929 until 1931, he had been posted
overseas due to his negative attitude towards the RAF and joint service
solutions and what air support any potential expeditionary force would
require.’”” The Committee’s evidence was gathered almost exclusively
from army officers. The only senior airman to go before it was Blount
and there is little evidence from the report that the evidence he gave was
considered in the final findings and conclusions of the inquiry. Despite it
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being a Committee established to investigate the fighting of the BEF, air
support was one of the dominant themes to be found within its pages.!®

Despite the many failings and flawed conclusions of the Bartholomew
Report, which will be subject to analysis below, it did put forward certain
ideas that reflected the soldiers’ experience on the ground. The report
argued that the focus of the Luftwaffe was on shattering the morale of
the enemy rather than on the physical destruction of troops or their
defences.!” The report also argued, basing its opinion upon despatches
received from formations in France, that air support had been the single
most important factor in the breakthrough of the Webrmacht across the
Meuse.?° This conclusion must be questioned, based on the analysis of the
attack in the previous chapter and on available research by other histori-
ans. The Committee took the isolated example of the support provided by
the Luftwaffe for Guderian’s forces at Sedan and extrapolated this to apply
to all the breakthroughs across the Meuse. The Committee’s focus on
the potential psychological effects of tactical air power on ground forces
(strongly slanted in the BEF’s favour), meant the RAF were faced with a
very difficult defence of their policy not to provide an almost continual
protective fighter umbrella over the zone of operations:

The magnificent work done by the RAF in the face of German numerical
superiority is appreciated by all. The committee would, however, like to
point out that by the nature of things, neither the actual bombing carried ont
by the RAF in support of the BEF nor its effects was seen by the man in the field.
All day be saw swarms of enemy bombers escorted by fighters and suffeved from
their attack. Unlike the German soldier, he had never seen aiveraft closely co-
operating with him to defeat his own particular enemy opposite him. All this had
a very definite effect on morale and gave the impression that the enemy superior-
ity was complete and that our own air force hardly existed [emphasis added].*!

Whilst it must be acknowledged that the soldier on the ground felt
isolated due to attack from the air as the RAF did not have the will or the
resources necessary to protect the infantry, there is no mention of how the
Luftwaffe were able to gain aerial superiority. BEF infantry felt that they
alone were facing the brunt of the German onslaught as they did not and
could not be aware of the interdiction missions being conducted many
miles away by the RAF.?2 The focus of the report was simply on the results
of this dominance, not how it came about, and demonstrates what is one,
among many, fundamental misinterpretations of how air power functions
at the tactical and operational levels. Also, the idea contained within the
report that the BEF suffered the onslaught of the Luftwaff¢ alone through
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almost continual attacks is simply untrue, as the focus for the German air
force after the breakthrough at Sedan was on reconnaissance and flank
protection. The report did, however, provide the committee with a useful
example with which to strike at the ideas of the RAF. In a report written
by the RAF that examined air support operations, it is highlighted that

Most of the bomber attacks both by day and by night, were directed
against German formations which were passing through the areas originally
defended by the French 9th Army. In consequence, their actions would be
completely unknown to the troops of the BEF who would see nothing of
them.??

The vulnerability that must have been felt by the soldiers of the BEF is
understandable, especially given the rumours that must have been spread-
ing like wildfire through the lower formations. In order to prevent this
occurring again, the report put forward a recommendation that again
demonstrates a fundamental misunderstanding of air power’s inherent
flexibility and the difficulties for an air force operating against an enemy
who controls the skies. It recommended that in future operations ‘the
RAF must “show the flag” to the troops in forward areas—even at the
expense of other tasks—by carrying out some bombing with existing
machines in sight of our lines’.?* As Byford succinctly noted, ‘What deliv-
ered success for the Germans was primarily indirect air support—isolating
the battlefield and cutting communications—following the achievement
of air superiority, but both of these effects were invisible to the soldier
on the battlefield and consequently, not well understood.””® By focusing
on the performance of the RAF rather than on that of its own forces, the
report may have been attempting to divert attention away from the fragil-
ity of morale that had existed in the British army prior to their embarka-
tion to France. This morale was even weaker after the months of inactivity
of the phoney war and the completeness of the defeat suffered at the hands
of the Germans.?® A focus on the failings of the RAF and its ability to pro-
vide the BEF with air support provided a quick and convenient scapegoat
for the War Office.

The conclusions reached in the report itself were based on a substan-
tial misreading of the basic concepts of how the Germans conducted
operations. The first section of the report compared British and German
operations, including tactics, organisation and material management.?” It
has been described as ‘particularly instructive ... for historians because
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of its failure to distinguish the seminal features of the Wehrmacht’s new
Blitzkrieg tactics’.?® The report stated that, ‘In spite of the enemy’s
superiority in materials, on no occasion were we forced to relinquish
the main position by a frontal attack against the BEF.”? The committee
regarded German operations through the filter of their own operational
and tactical ideas and failed to grasp an understanding of German tactics
that sought to bypass enemy points of resistance and look for gaps in the
defensive system through which they would pour the majority of their
forces in order to attack the enemy’s C3 system. Although the German
tactic of probing enemy defensive lines for weak spots is discussed, all that
is revealed is the committee’s misunderstanding of the situation:

The German method of preparing for attack consists of rapid reconnais-
sance, which taps along the front line until a weak spot or gap is found. As
soon as such a spot is located, the crossing of the obstacle is affected and a
small bridgehead made ... Once such a crossing is made the bridgehead is
widened to allow the passage of more troops.*

Whilst this analysis is correct it does not mention the armoured and
mechanised forces that lead the attack and cause such disruption in the
enemy rear areas. By ignoring this aspect of the German tactical method,
the committee were able to pronounce that British tactical and opera-
tional thinking was sound.?! This overarching false conclusion allowed the
report to reach further conclusions on British tactics—it even stated that
if the British were to fight the Germans on their own terms they would
emerge victorious.®> That such an obvious statement could pass without
further inquiry calls into question the thinking of those on the commit-
tee and many of their conclusions. Any armed force fighting an enemy on
their own terms should be able to gain victory in the field.

The report fundamentally misunderstood the concept and definition of
air superiority and the effects it had on a force battling in the skies against
a superior enemy.* To those on the committee, and indeed the army as a
whole, air superiority was a defensive umbrella of fighters patrolling over
friendly forces on the ground.** Even if BAFF had the resources to achieve
this, it would have been costly in terms of men, machines and fuel. This
had been demonstrated during the First World War as the way to gain
and maintain air superiority was through offensive action. The report also
highlighted several shortcomings in the BEF. It recommended that the
army improve its capabilities in motorised transport, wireless communica-
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tions and mobility. Despite not understanding the specific terminology, the
need to gain air superiority to allow an air force to operate effectively was
understood. What the committee failed to comprehend was that gaining air
superiority was a prerequisite for the Luftwaffe to provide ground support:

There is little doubt that the policy of equipment, organization and train-
ing of the enemy has been directed to this end [close support]. Even in the
case of ‘impromptu’ attack it was seldom more than 25 minutes before the
call was answered. This indicated not only good organization and commu-
nications for the purpose, but the siting of their landing grounds close up
behind their own troops. Efforts should be made to simplify and improve
our own intercommunications between ground and air for similar purposes
... It is imperative to ensure forthwith that a system comparable to that of
the Germans should be introduced into our Army and Air Force.?®

The committee, and the army as a whole, were under the impression
that the Luftwaffe was simply a close support force that was effectively,
although not officially, under the Heer’s control. The report made little
mention of the interdiction missions conducted prior to the German assault
across the Meuse; the focus was simply on the use of aircraft in a close
support role. Nor was there an analysis of where the Luftwaffe had sited
their landing grounds and there was no attempt to link this with what the
army co-operation exercises had revealed in the interwar period. The claims
made by the report on German actions were most likely based on their
performance in Spain rather than in France. The focus of the Luftwaffe’s
operations in France was in attacking enemy airfields and isolating the bat-
tlefield.3® The focus of the evidence received by the committee was on the
supposed impact of close support and not interdiction. The status of the
Lufiwaffe with regard to the Heer was poorly interpreted.?” The idea that
the Luftwaffe was fully subordinate to the Heer allowed the War Office to
continue to push their claims for an army air arm under their control.?

When looking at the effects of close support, the committee again mis-
interpreted its impact. The conclusion stated that close support was to be
given ‘as supporting fire to cover the assault of armoured and, at times,
infantry formations’.?* The committee effectively saw the Luftwaffe’s close
support work as a flying artillery force, which is what the War Office had
been arguing for throughout the interwar period. The supposed impact
of the dive-bomber, and the subsequent myth that has grown up and sur-
rounded it, can be seen to begin with the conclusions of the Bartholomew
Report.*® The BEF itself had suffered little in the way of dive-bomber
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attack while it was in France and their impact overall was greatly
over-exaggerated. This led to the War Office continuing its demand for
the development of a dive-bomber capability for a close support force for
several years.*! The differences of opinion that existed between the Air
Ministry and War Office over the dive-bomber were outlined by Festing;:

the relative failure of our bombers to contribute effectively to the military
operations for stopping the advance of German armoured columns was not
entirely due to Allied lack of air superiority and lack of adequate numbers
of bombers, it was largely due to the inability of our bombers to perform
effective bombing tactics which would achieve destruction and demoralisa-
tion. Many of our bombers, incapable of diving with their bombs, were
destroyed by machine-gun fire from the columns they were attacking ... The
Air Ministry holds that given air superiority over the battlefield the needs
of the Army can be provided by bombers not necessarily expressly designed
for a battlefield role.*?

The army believed that by having an air arm under its control they
would be able to develop a dive-bomber capability that could mirror what
the Luftwaffe had done in France. This would be a balanced force that
comprised army co-operation (reconnaissance and observation aircraft),
fighter and bomber squadrons.** This force composition would continue
to be at the heart of tactical air power developments, and the source of
bitter fighting between the Air and General Staffs in 1942-3. There were,
however, several issues that needed to be overcome if such a formation was
to be created and these were discussed by the Air Ministry and War Office.

The first major problem was the lack of fighter aircraft available to form
an army air arm, as these aircraft were required for an anti-invasion role and
defeating the Luftwaffe in the skies over south-east England in the Battle
of Britain.** The army proposed that a solution to this problem could
be found if an army air arm was raised by the army itself, ‘starting from
scratch, using its own factories, training its own officers, crews and ground
personnel, thus making no inroads on RAF resources’.*® Part of this force
would consist of dive-bombers as the War Office believed this was the
panacea to any future expeditionary force’s close support problems. The
Secretary of State for War, Anthony Eden, claimed the development of a
potential new dive-bomber, in the form of the American Vultee, ‘should
go some way to meeting the Army requirements in tactical support’.*¢

That the RAF’s focus was well away from the development of army co-
operation in the wake of the Battle of France should come as no surprise.
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The War Office had little to plan for as the majority of its equipment had
been left in France and the prospects of a return to the continent were
bleak. In a bizarre turn of events, the only role that the army could pre-
pare for was in defeating a potential German invasion force, but only if the
Luftwaffe were able to defeat the RAF.*” With little else to occupy them, the
War Office was able to concentrate its attention on the causes of their defeat
in France and to advocate how best to ensure that they were not repeated.

The War Office’s thinking on this issue, however, was not consistent.
One of those whose opinion differed wildly from others was the new CIGS
Field Marshal Sir John Dill. Dill wrote to Group Captain H. Fraser at the
Directorate of Military Co-operation (DMC), stating that with regard to
the close support work conducted by BAFF and the evidence given to the
Bartholomew Committee,

Many officers and men have arrived back from France with a strong feeling that
had they only received a greater measure of close support from the RAF they
could have achieved more and suffered less. This feeling in the circumstances
is probably inevitable, but it would be grossly unfair to the RAF if it were
translated into statements that the RAF had in any way failed the Army dur-
ing recent operations. The RAF had gone all out, and what their fighters have
achieved has been limited only by distance and the numbers of aircraft available.

Important lessons have been learnt about the co-operations which the
Army needs from aircraft and we shall profit from these lessons.*

In the letter, Dill also criticised the evidence given to, and as a result the
conclusions reached by, the Bartholomew Committee:

criticisms of the RAF, in many cases based only on local knowledge is not
only unjust but also prejudicial to the interests of the Army. It is important
that this criticism should be checked and you and all other officers should
do all you can to check it.*’

In a letter to Fraser, Festing showed a perception that was missing from
the Bartholomew Report, highlighting the fundamental problem that had
affected close support operations in France, which the RAF had found
difficult to explain or deny in the aftermath of the fighting: ‘the time lag
between the call for support and the arrival of aircraft’.>® A concluding
memorandum identified the cause of this problem:

Although the control of the British Air Forces in France has been designed
as a result of a great deal of thought and controversy it did not provide an
answer to the problem. This was in no doubt primarily due to its supreme
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dependence on a complex system of communications and to the general
disorganisation caused by the rapid advance of the enemy.®!

The German air support control system was also considered within this
memorandum, and the lack of understanding of their methods is clear,
along with the implications this lack of understanding had for the army’s
demands for a separate air arm.*

The primary role of the German Air Force is to get the Army forward. Exact
details are not known of the system of communications but the organisa-
tion is certainly fluid. Air strength can be quickly concentrated as and where
required. On occasions it is probable that armies and possibly corps have
direct command. The results are certainly immediate and effective and sev-
eral wireless intercepts showed that demands for support were answered in
as short a space of time as half an hour.>

The AHB study on air support in the Second World War highlights
just how difficult it would be for the army to create and develop its own
air arm in 1940: ‘A specialised Army Support Force could only be pro-
vided at great expense to the growing power of the Royal Air Force for
strategic action, and there seemed little prospect of defeating the enemy
except by the development of a superior bombing force.”®* This was the
strategic outlook of 1940 and is reinforced by a memorandum prepared
by Churchill that was given to the War Cabinet and Chiefs of Staft:

The Navy can lose us the war but only the Air Force can win it. Therefore
our supreme effort must be to gain overwhelming mastery in the air. The
Fighters are our salvation, but the Bombers alone provide the means of
victory.®

Investigations into the fighting in France conducted by the RAF,
unsurprisingly, reached radically different conclusions to those found
in the Bartholomew Report. The RAF and Air Ministry were willing to
acknowledge that there had been a lack of aircraft in France and they
identified that this was the major issue in why air support had failed to the
degree that it had, but not necessarily how the aircraft had been used to
conduct that support.>®

The experiences gained through BAFF’s work went further than a basic
confirmation that the air support system was structurally sound. There was
now a mixed staff of airmen and soldiers who had had recent experience of
attempting to conduct air support in active operations against a first-class
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enemy. These experienced men were now fully available for the RAF to
exploit as it looked to further develop air support in Britain.?” This would
be achieved under the auspices of Army Co-operation Command with its
joint staff preventing the views of any one service becoming dominant.
The reports put forward by the airmen in the wake of France, and after
having had time to digest the Bartholomew Report, stated that the fun-
damental concept of a unified air force was once again under attack from
the army. They also believed that the creation of an army air arm would
in no way improve the chances of success of a future expeditionary force
without first gaining control of the air.?® The RAF’s investigations added
further evidence to the fact that the War Office fundamentally misunder-
stood what was meant by air superiority:

Experience during the first years of the war confirmed that success in a
ground battle depended largely upon air superiority. No carefully bal-
anced force of reconnaissance, bomber and fighter squadrons forming an
integral part of each Corps and Army could ensure the success of the land
campaign.®

One of the greatest successes that came out of BAFF’s experiences in
France was in signals capability and this will be explored in more detail
below through an analysis of the Wann-Woodall experiments. At this
time, however, the main focus of the RAF with regard to air support was
in relieving the pressure that had been placed upon the service by the
scathing criticisms of the Bartholomew Report. In order to achieve this,
the Air Ministry placated the War Office by issuing a specification for a
new light bomber to conduct close support. The BAFF’s Fairey Battles
and Lysanders had proved inadequate in conducting such a daylight role
to provide support for the BEF. This new close support aircraft was

to be capable of operating in all parts of the world, to undertake the duties
of short range operations in close support of the Army. These duties will
include low level bombing and dive bombing; also machine gun fire from
heights below 15,000 feet.®

However, pressure on the Air Ministry to take a more active role in the
development of air support was coming from additional sources. Eden
used his role as Secretary of State for War to continue to demand that the
RAF become more proactive in this area and to develop a dive-bomber
capable of supporting the army, through letters sent to the Sinclair.®! But
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there was simply no capacity within the British aircraft industry for any
development of this kind, suggesting that any new design might have to
be manufactured in the United States (US).

In a conference held in early June at the Air Ministry, the RAF tried to
settle the issue of the Luftwaffe—Webrmacht command structure and notes
of the conference confirm that the Air Ministry were fully aware of how it
operated. It was pointed out that the only air units attached to the Heer
were reconnaissance formations. Other air formations such as fighter and
dive-bomber squadrons could be temporarily allotted to ground forma-
tions and it was this system that allowed them to answer the few impromptu
requests for air support so quickly.®* The analysis of the German command
system, however, failed to appreciate that it was the communications sys-
tem itself that allowed the Luftwaffe to answer calls for air support so
quickly, regardless of the state of attachment of the aerial formations. This
was arguably, however, the area where BAFF had its greatest achievement
through the establishment of the Phantom signals network combined with
the ACAB. This communications network provided Barratt with infor-
mation from the front line twelve hours ahead of the BEF’s GHQ, and
up to twenty-four hours ahead of the French Grand Quartier Général.®?
The fighting in France had overwhelmingly shown

The advantage of having a single authority for the command and admin-
istration of all Royal Air Force formations in a theatre of war was clearly
demonstrated and indicated the need for one supreme commander of all the
air forces in one theatre with a fully representative headquarters.**

Due to the huge interservice political pressure as a result of the War
Office’s investigations into the fighting in France, and despite tactical air
power development being low on the list of its priorities, the Air Ministry
felt forced to at least appear to be doing something as quickly as possible.
It was agreed between the Air and General Staffs as early as 2 August that
experimental training with No. 22 (Army Co-operation) Group would
take place in Northern Ireland, not only demonstrating how much pres-
sure the Air Ministry was under, but also the desire of the War Office to
create a functioning tactical air power capability without delay. At this
time both sides still approached the problems this entailed from their own
viewpoints, with little or no unified strategy.® These discussions also took
place against the backdrop of Fighter Command battling the Luftwaffe in
the skies above south-east England.
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Prior to discussions on how structural changes for the development of
tactical air power development were to be achieved, experiments were con-
ducted to develop a communications network that would allow forward
land formations of a future expeditionary force to request impromptu air
support.®® With the very real threat of invasion focusing the minds of both
services, ‘the first steps were taken to reorganise the means of providing
and co-ordinating air support’.®” This was despite the army needing an
extended period of time to re-equip and retrain for future operations on
the continent. The greatest amount of co-operation between the Air and
General Staffs since the beginning of the war emerged in these discussions,
demonstrating just how seriously the threat of invasion was taken at the
time. The Air and General Staffs agreed in August to place an army officer
in charge of the experiments and that he was to be supplied with sufficient
staff to conduct the trials. Despite the improvement in relations between
the two Staffs, the Air Staff still stuck to their ideas about when close air
support should be used on the battlefield: ‘It was agreed ... that support
for the Army by means of Close Support Bombing was not the normal
method of support and should not be regarded as such in the future.” The
object of the experiments and training was to discover:

(1) The most suitable form of organisation for close support
bombers.

(2) Appropriate tactical methods for close support bombers.

(3) Signals installations required for control.

(4) The establishment of Royal Air Force and Army personnel
required for a close support bomber organisation.

(5) Methods to be employed by Army formations in obtaining close
bomber support.

(6) Times in which support under various circumstances can be given.

(7) Methods of controlling close support bombers and directing
them on to targets.%®

This would be the largest joint training exercise of the war to date.
Woodall, the army officer given the responsibility of organising and con-
ducting it had been a member of Barratt’s staff in France and was, due to
this, highly experienced and versed in the difficulties associated with pro-
viding close support for ground forces.® That the Air Staff were willing to
agree to appoint an army officer demonstrates the pressure they had been
placed under over the development of tactical air power. It also highlights
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the willingness of the General Staff to work more closely with the RAF
to improve its capabilities in this area. Despite Woodall being a relatively
junior officer, a Lieutenant Colonel, he was in fact one of the foremost
experts in the field and was actively endorsed for this role due to his expe-
rience—further demonstrating how far the army’s attitude had changed
since the end of the Battle of France.

Woodall set out some basic thoughts on close support bombing in a
memorandum that also contained the ideas that the experiments were to
investigate. He identified the critical role of close support bombing as
providing ‘what is in effect, fire support to the infantry or AFV [Armoured
Fighting Vehicle]’. In order to conduct close support effectively, Woodall
identified two things that were essential: ‘attacking or defending Infantry
or AFV [having the ability to] indicate to the close support bomber what
it is they wished attacked by them and when’, and “That close support
bombers in sufficient concentration can be directed to the objective within
the time available, which may be extremely short’.”® Woodall had identi-
fied the crucial aspect missing from BAFF’s capabilities in France. The
time element had been vital during the fighting in France when informa-
tion received by the ACAB was often out of date once it had been analysed
and the necessary orders given.

This time element also caused difficulties in terms of the risk of friendly
fire casualties if friendly ground forces had not been able to advance to a
previously determined timetable. Woodall, however, kept to the RAF line
with regard to when close support should be utilised on the battlefield.
He argued that artillery was better for attacking targets known about or
encountered at initial planning stages of set-piece attacks. Close support
should be kept back in order to engage targets that ‘could not be foreseen
when the attack was planned or for giving support when the Infantry of
AFV had advanced beyond the powers of artillery to assist them’. This
had been and was a fundamental principle in the RAF’s doctrinal think-
ing about the application of close support. Through his experiences in
France, Woodall was able to identify that the simplest and easiest way to
control requests for impromptu support was through the utilisation of
W/T or R/T. These requests for support would be received by a cen-
tral Close Support Bomber Control (CSBC), similar in composition and
working practice to the ACAB.”! Forward communications formations
would accompany advanced ground forces to provide the communica-
tions link between these formations and the ACAB in a similar fashion to
Phantom.
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Woodall also made suggestions about how to improve the efficiency and
capabilities of the ACAB, based on the problems they had faced whilst in
France. Having troops communicate with advanced headquarters was not
an original suggestion to improve communications as it had been identi-
fied in the interwar army co-operation exercises. The methods employed
whilst in France to inform aircraft already in the air where the support was
required and in what quantity had been subject to varying results. Woodall
suggested that this was mainly down to a lack of clear procedure under-
stood by both airmen and ground troops. Such a procedure should be
developed through the experiments to indicate ‘the targets to be attacked,
our own troops and the timing of the support to be given’.”> Woodall still
had to deal with the most contentious issue that had surrounded aerial
troop cover since the formation of the RAF: who commanded the air-
craft designated to close support. With the army continuing to argue that
they should have overall control, Woodall appeared to concur when he
accepted that ‘On broad principles the military commander fighting the
battle is responsible for the appropriate allocation of all his resources of
which the close support effort may be an important part.” As he contin-
ued, however, he noted that

just as the military commander fighting the battle controls bis artillery response
to sudden calls by dirvectives issued before the battle rather than saying how
many rounds should be fired on a given target when an emergency arises, so the
minute to minute control of close support bombers may bave to be delegated to o
more subordinate officer who can concentrate exclusively on that task in accor-
dance with the higher commander’s policy [emphasis added].”?

Similarly, as the military commander did not have direct control over
other subordinate arms within the army, such as artillery, the army’s
demands for the control of close support by the highest military com-
mander was not reflected in their willingness to allow other arms to be
controlled by subordinates. Woodall suggested a solution to this problem
that contained such a degree of common sense that it had probably never
occurred to either of the services as they fought to gain or retain control
of tactical air power. It would allow the military commander to lay down
the overall policy for the battle but the decision in answering impromptu
requests for support would be left to the joint staff at each individual
CSBC. The staft officers would be briefed on the overall plan and would
be able to direct air resources accordingly. Each CSBC should also be
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created in such a way as to make it as mobile as possible.”* Woodall also
reiterated a suggestion that had been made several times in the army co-
operation reports. Each CSBC ‘should be adjacent to the headquarters of
the Military Commander fighting the battle’.”® That this was repeated as a
recommendation again calls into question how much attention had been
paid to the army co-operation exercises of the interwar period.

Woodall also spent a lot of time considering the training for crews that
would be necessary prior to the experiments beginning. The focus of
Woodall’s thinking was something that proved to be a consistent prob-
lem while he was in France and would require dramatic improvement if
air support was to function effectively in the future: the rapid briefing of
crews whilst they were in the air. Woodall believed that the issue lay not
in how the pilots were briefed, but by improving the observational skills
of the pilots themselves. In Woodall’s thoughts, the issue could best be
resolved by training pilots to a standard where they could conduct the
missions they had been assigned after they had been given the co-ordinates
of the target and the approximate position of the ground forces request-
ing the support. Woodall also considered how the new CSBC should look
organisationally, and he felt that the experiments themselves, where sev-
eral organisational types would be trialled, would show which was the
most effective. As a basic guideline framework, however, he suggested
that each CSBC should include a ‘senior army officer who can interpret a
general directive of the amount of support to be given to successive calls
for assistance as these come in” and ‘a senior Royal Air Force Officer who
can implement demands by ordering bombers from appropriate stations
to attack’.”® This was to be a joint service approach, at the mid-level of
command, to improve the air support capabilities of the RAF in prepara-
tion for future operations on the continent.

The experiments were to be conducted with two squadrons of Battle
aircraft that were stationed in Northern Ireland.”” Given that this was
primarily an exercise to trial new signals arrangements the choice of air-
craft mattered little, despite the Battle’s obsolescence being fully demon-
strated in France. A joint memorandum written by the Air and General
Staffs confirmed Woodall’s foresight on appropriate concentration of
firepower within potentially short time frames”® The pressure felt by the
Air Staff is once again demonstrated by the fact that they were willing
to allow the use of the term dive-bomber in a joint publication, despite
the reluctance to sanction the development of such an aircraft. It also
highlights that in order to foster better relations between the two ser-
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vices it was perhaps pointless to argue about terms used for aircraft in
a joint publication.” It is, however, interesting to note that in a draft
memorandum written by the General Staff in mid-August 1940 with a
subtitle of “The Task of Dive Bombers in Land Operations’, the word
‘Dive’ had been replaced with ‘Close Support’ in the final version, again
demonstrating the change in attitude in the War Office as a whole as well
as within the Air Ministry.%°

Woodall’s RAF partner for the experiments that took place between 17
and 28 September 1940, was Group Captain A. Wann. Wann would have
been well known to Woodall as they had both served as part of Barratt’s
staff in BAFE.3! One of their first joint statements made in their final
report on the exercises makes for very interesting reading and is particu-
larly instructive in demonstrating how the two approached the exercises.
Both were reluctant to look to the recent fighting in France lest it led
to ‘superficial lessons being learned ... and as a consequence too much
being expected from close support bombing’.8? Despite this statement,
certain presumptions, based on a study of the Luftwaffe’s close support
technique were incorporated into the experiments. Woodall’s study of the
German methods had led him to conclude that, unlike what both the
General and Air Staffs believed, the Germans did not have the ability to
call for impromptu air support once they had begun their attack. Any close
support attacks conducted were based on plans drawn up the previous eve-
ning with the Heer. Planning and good staft work were the key to planned
air support and this goes some way to explaining why close support had
only been available for one German crossing of the Meuse. This was where
the Webrmacht planned on placing the bulk of its forces and it, therefore,
required all available support from the Luftwaffe.

Woodall wanted to take his ideas about German tactical, communication
and planning methods and combine them with the RAF’s development of
Phantom to create a system that functioned similarly to the Luftwaffe’s
but which also had a far better capability. Woodall believed that the key to
impromptu air support lay in a good signals communication system. Wann
and Woodall were at pains to point out in their final report that due to
the difficulties of conducting air support operations, they should not be
considered by the army as a standard procedure. Artillery should form the
basis of support for land forces and close support should only be consid-
ered when formations had outrun artillery cover. By utilising air support
in this way certain dangers, such as the potential for friendly fire, would
all but be removed. It would also increase the margin of safety for pilots
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in what could still be a very dangerous role to conduct. Close support was
unique as an attacking form, but relatively brief when compared to the
sustained attack that could be delivered by artillery.3?

The biggest development that emerged from the experiments was the
creation of the CSBC. The experiments had, however, shown that in prin-
ciple it was far more economical, both in terms of manpower and equip-
ment, to allot squadrons to specified forward formations. The reason why
this was not done was due to the lack of available aircraft. As this was not
going to be resolved in the short or medium term, it was not practicable to
put into place.®* When the numbers of aircraft were available the most effi-
cient system had already been discovered and so could be put into practice
with little trouble. To allow what close support aircraft were available to
attack targets that would assist the overall plan the most, requests received
from front line units would be passed to a centralised organisation, the
CSBC. The CSBC would then weigh up each request and allot available
squadrons to the most important targets.

The experiments also highlighted what the real Allied weaknesses were.
The major failing was a lack of defensive capability both on the ground
and in the air: ‘German aircraft were able to operate over a wide area in
which there were no defences’. The Luftwaffe’s control of the skies over
France was also highlighted as one of the key reasons for their success in
supporting the Heer and the completeness of their victory in such a short
space of time. By attaining air superiority, the Luftwaffe had been allowed
to ‘attain both rapidity and precision in support which would have been
quite impossible in a campaign in which the enemy possessed defences
against aircraft and our own attacking aircraft were limited in numbers’.8°
Wann and Woodall were able to explain the effects of not having air supe-
riority, and the impact it had not only on friendly air forces but on friendly
ground forces operating in the way in which they would like. This report
on the experimental training in Northern Ireland released some of the
pressure faced by the RAF in the wake of France and the Bartholomew
Report by confirming one of the basic principles of air power.

The report also gave details of how close support functioned—its capa-
bilities and its limitations in the field. This was mainly aimed at the ground
forces so that they would be fully aware of what to expect from close
support and would restrict fatuous requests for support allowing it to be
applied in the most efficient manner possible.3® By highlighting the limita-
tions of close support, particularly when applied in a defensive role, the
Air Staft hoped to demonstrate how inefficient the General Staff’s idea of
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having aircraft continually over the battlefield as a protective umbrella for
the land forces distributed in penny packets was.®” That idea, if employed,
would have removed the inherent flexibility that air power had to conduct
attacks on any part of the battlefield within a reasonable amount of time,
as the Wann-Woodall trials were attempting to achieve.

The trials themselves consisted of a series of signals exercises that would
demonstrate the most efficient communication system to allow forward
formations to request close support on an impromptu basis. One of the
problems with the Phantom and ACAB system used in France was that
it was one-way only—there was no reverse communications system in
place to notify troops making support requests if they had been success-
ful. This was vital for troops to know—acceptance or denial might have
serious repercussions for their situation on the ground. To achieve this, a
closed loop system was required. During the trials, mobile forward for-
mations were attached to advanced formations. These mobile forward
formations could communicate with the CSBC and pass on requests for
support. Information was kept as brief as possible to improve speed and
efficiency—the nature of the target that was to be attacked and when the
support was required.’® The communications system was to be flexible
enough to ‘permit of the bomber effort being at the disposal of forma-
tions being varied throughout operations’.%” The report also considered
the problems that excess traffic on the communications network might
cause and how far this would restrict the efficiency of the system as a
whole. To prevent this and to allow the system to function at maximum
possible efficiency on what was designed to be a special system of wireless
communications, traffic that did not originate from the forward ‘tentacles’
requesting support, had to be kept to a minimum.”®

With the CSBC appearing to be the most efficient system available given
the wider strategic circumstances, the requirement to establish a number
of mobile forward formations meant that CSBC required the means to
request this support in the field. Wann and Woodall felt that ‘a pool of
some twelve Army wireless sets belonging to the Control to permit of nine
lower formations being given the means of indicating targets (these for-
ward formations were described as tentacles)’.”! One CSBC could handle
the requests of several tentacle formations with relative ease. This added
to the efficiency of the system as a whole as one CSBC could decide the
air support requirements for a single zone of operations in line with the
overall plan laid down by the senior military commander.
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Through their trials in Northern Ireland, Wann and Woodall had ‘iden-
tified the fundamental weakness of the British air-support method as insuf-
ficient contact between Army and RAF staffs, exacerbated by the physical
separation of headquarters and the lack of a reliable communications
network.”? The major recommendations that came out of the their
experiments were ‘the need for specially trained and equipped units for
close support; a specially trained army staff able to act as liaison officers
between air and army headquarters; some joint type of command post;
and a reliable communications system’.”® The report and the results and
developments that emerged from it, have been described as ‘one of the
outstanding successes of the war’.**

In a further example of the change in attitudes at the Air Ministry and
the War Office, both accepted the main recommendations of the report
almost as soon as it was completed.”® The most important of these was
the creation of the CSBC. Carrington expanded the system by suggest-
ing that reconnaissance aircraft should be placed on the same signals net-
work already being used by the CSBC. This would provide a further aerial
tentacle offering more information on targets and identifying potential
new ones that could be attacked.’® These trials were refined and contin-
ued under the aegis of Army Co-operation Command and conducted
in Northern Ireland with squadrons of 75 Wing.®” The Wann-Woodall
report was the blueprint for close support development in Britain and
provided the theoretical basis to guide the initial developments that had
been made in the Western Desert. Further discussions and trials took place
regarding the signals to be used for communication between forward for-
mations and the CSBC, and the CSBC and aerodromes. Responsibility for
providing the equipment had also been settled—the army organised radios
between the tentacles attached to forward formations and the CSBC, and
the RAF supplied equipment used between the CBSC and aerodromes.
Again, neither service disputed this recommendation. As the system began
to be created in Britain, it was agreed that appropriate RAF and army staff
could be attached to the CSBCs as they were formed and that those cre-
ated in England ‘should be attached for administration and training to
No. 71 Group Army Co-operation Command.?® The conclusions of the
Bartholomew committee allowed the War Office and General Staff to go
on to the offensive over air support and force the Air Ministry to face a
fait accompli. The work done by Wann and Woodall and the impact of the
Battle of France meant that the RAF now had to at least appear to take
more seriously requests from the General Staff for the development of
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tactical air power to be given a higher priority. This included the potential
design of specialist aircraft to conduct this role.?” The Air Staff were will-
ing to compromise to a great extent on this issue in order to prevent the
creation of an army air arm, which the RAF still feared was the thin edge
of the wedge with regard to its disbandment as an independent force. The
General Staff made their arguments for the creation of an army air arm in
a detailed note that argued such a force could be created from the War
Office’s own factories and that they would train their ‘own officers, crews
and ground personnel” to man the force. The General Staft’s opinion was
that this new force would in no way make ‘inroads on RAF resources’.1%
This belief was naive at best and disingenuous at worst. The timeframe
involved in creating such a force, as well the time needed to acquire the
necessary expertise, was the same as when the idea had first been proposed
in 1939.

Eden looked for the solution to the army co-operation issue in the set-
tlement that had been reached between the Air Ministry and Royal Navy
in the interwar period over naval aviation. He argued that, “The creation by
the Air Ministry of an Army Co-operation Command comparable in status
to the Coastal Command would, I believe, be the most effective step which
could be taken to ensure the concentration of effort which is required.’!!
The Army Council put forward a suggestion along these lines in order to
ensure that the General Staff’s requirements regarding the development
of army co-operation could be met through the creation of a formation
that had the authority of an RAF Command.!**> This is demonstrated in
the proposal by the General Staft noted below where the first question
asked by the Air Staft was, ‘Do we agree with the concept of an Army
Co-operation Command?’1%% As this was a matter to be decided by the Air
and General Staffs and relations between the two services had improved
to such an extent that discussions on the issue were progressing with little
problem, the matter never needed to be referred to the War Cabinet.

An Air Staft proposal on the issue began by laying out the responsi-
bilities of the RAF formation that was, at the time, responsible for army
co-operation in Britain, No.22 (Army Co-operation) Group. The Group
had wide-ranging responsibilities including the following: the administra-
tion and training of tactical reconnaissance squadrons with Home Forces;
the command of Nos. 1 and 2 Army Co-operation Schools; supervision
of the development of the Air OP; and command of No. 111 (Army
Co-operation) Wing. The discussions on the General Staff proposal for
an Army Co-operation Command mainly focused on the organisation and
structure of the command itself. There was little discussion as to whether
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such a command should be created and so it must be assumed that the Air
Staff were, in principle, comfortable with the suggestion. The major issue
to be decided was whether this new command should consist of two or
three groups. The three-group structure would consist of ‘an operational
group comprising the army co-operation squadrons [already within the
RAF], a training and development group and the proposed Photographic
Reconnaissance Group (PRG). The two-group structure would be the
same but minus the PRG.”!%* The Air Staff dismissed the idea put forward
by Eden that the AOC-in-C of this new Command should be an adviser
to both the Air Ministry and War Office on army co-operation matters.
This shows the Air Staff’s thinking about how the new Command would
function within the wider RAF command system. They argued that the

proper and logical procedure is for the Commander-in-Chief to advise their
own Ministries and for the Ministries to each other. An AOC-in-C should
not usurp the responsibility of the Air Ministry for advising the War Office
on air matters. The established procedure is well-founded.!%

The Air Staff were attempting to control the flow of information
that reached the War Office regarding the developments of tactical air
power in Britain by restricting the access they would have to a new Army
Co-operation Command. Through this, and by creating the command to
be as toothless as possible, they would prevent the creation of an army air
arm. It is also entirely possible that the Air Staff were attempting to side-
line this new command by controlling what advice the War Office were to
receive and preventing their direct access to it.!%

The Air Staft did not want to create a specialist command for tactical
air power and were determined to make it as powerless as they possi-
bly could whilst still appearing to act on the War Office’s demands for
greater resources in this area. As the service that was responsible for the
creation of such a new command, the RAF was best placed to ensure
that this was the result of the discussions between the Air and General
Staffs.

There were two possible organisational options for the new command.
The first suggested

That No. 22 Group and the Air Staff at GHQ Home Forces should be
combined into one headquarters, the Air Officer Commanding being the air
adviser to the C-in-C Home Forces, and under his control for operations.
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The second option was

That there should be an Army Co-operation Command (independent of
Home Forces) under an AOC-in-C, with two Army Co-operation Groups,
one operational and one for training. The three headquarters thus formed
would be established on orthodox lines, and should contain a proportion of
Army Staft Officers. The operational group would be under GHQ Home
Forces for operations.!?”

The operations that this new force would undertake were focused on anti-
invasion. There were no implications or suggestions that it would be used
in an offensive capacity overseas. This would severely limit the role and
influence of the new organisation.

That the focus of the RAF was on anti-invasion operations, the creation
of Army Co-operation Command was somewhat of a distraction. With
British armed forces no longer having access to bases on the continent
from which they could launch operations, and a hostile enemy in con-
trol of the Channel ports and the French Channel and Atlantic coasts,
Britain faced its ultimate strategic dilemma. The all-important focus was
now on continuing the fight against Germany from Britain and ensuring
that the whole nation was determined to withstand the onslaught that
would be coming. The only way in which the fight against Germany could
be taken up proactively was through the application of air power at the
strategic level against targets in the German homeland. At this time very
little thought was given to the conduct of operations on the continent as
this appeared to be a remote possibility in late 1940. There was also the
belief that the economic warfare policies embarked upon by Britain at the
start of the war would begin to have an impact on the German ability to
continue the conflict by the summer of 1941.1%%

The new strategic outlook also meant a radical change in industrial
policy. The major focus for the aviation industry was the replacement of
the aircraft that had been lost during the Battle of France and Battle of
Britain, and not the creation and development of a new army co-operation
aircraft. The demand for replacement aircraft had to be found on top of
the rearmament programmes that had been put in place prior to 1939.
The official history of British war production notes how far the bleak stra-
tegic outlook impacted on industrial policy between 1939 and 1941:

In the minds of the men responsible for the strategic plans of the spring and
summer of 1939 the first three years of the war were to be a time of prepara-
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tion. The need for preparations equally protracted also followed from the
strategic ideas of 1940 and 1941, even if the character of the preparation
was no longer the same. In the summer of 1940 as in the autumn of 1939
the country was still compelled to hold back from active operations while its
striking forces were still being built up.!%®

As suggestions (outlined above) for the creation of a new Army
Co-operation Command were deliberated, their advantages and disadvan-
tages were discussed by the Air Staff. The advantage of the first proposal
was that it would be economical in staff and involve little reorganisation.
However, it was argued that the AOC would be in a very difficult position
as his authority in certain areas would be confused and also undermined.
Under this proposal, the commander would be ‘responsible in part to the
C-in-C Home Forces (namely for Army Co-operation squadrons), and
would therefore in a sense be subordinate to him; whereas a large part
of his duties (i.e. those in connection with the training units) would lie
outside the responsibility of the C-in-C Home Forces’. The commander
would find the locating of his headquarters difficult. It would be imprac-
ticable for his headquarters to be close or actually within GHQ. Part of
the staff of the new command would have to be attached to GHQ and,
due to this, his time would have to be divided equally between what was
effectively two headquarters.!t?

The advantage of the second proposal was that it fulfilled the require-
ments that had been put forward by the General Staff that the com-
mander should hold the position and have the powers of an independent
commander. It also fitted into the mono-role command structure of the
RAF in Britain in which each individual Command was responsible for
a separate aspect of air fighting.!! This structure would allow the com-
mander free reign over the whole administration of army co-operation
interests and would be able to focus on the Command’s primary role,
which was the ‘development of tactics and techniques of air co-operation
and support of the army’. A Command structured and organised in this
way would, in the Air Staft’s opinion provide ‘a solid framework capable
of expanding to meet any further Army Co-operation requirements’. For
such a Command to function efficiently, however, it would require a large
expansion in the numbers of officers within the RAF and an increase in
the numbers of army officers on its staff.!’?> Debates within the Air Staff
regarding the structure and organisation of this potential new Command
had refined their thinking on the issue and allowed them to create it in
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such a way that its abilities were severely restricted. An operational army
co-operation group would be placed under GHQ Home Forces, and not
Army Co-operation Command. A training group of army co-operation
schools, the Central Landing Establishment, and the Anti-Aircraft and
Searchlight Co-operation units would be formed into a training group.
The AOC-in-C of such a Command could only exert complete control
over the Army Co-operation Schools that formed part of the Training
Group.

The new Command, created under these ideas, would only be adminis-
trative and advisory in function. It would have no operational responsibil-
ity, it would restrict the powers of the AOC-in-C and the Command would
find itself low on the list in terms of aircraft and equipment. Concerns
were expressed over the creation of such a Command by the AOC-in-C of
Bomber Command, Air Marshal Sir Charles Portal.!'® He was concerned
that

one of the tasks of the new Command would be to advise on types [of air-
craft]. If this led to the arming of certain units under Bomber Command not
suitable for bombing operations against Germany, then he would deplore
the arrangement.!!*

It was clear, particularly among senior commanders of the Air Staff, where
the RAF’s priorities lay.

The Air Staff were also at pains to counter the concerns of the General
Staff regarding the status of a new Army Co-operation Command within
the RAF as a whole. The General Staff thought the Army Co-operation
Command would have a similar status to that of Coastal Command, but
this was not the case—Coastal Command was a fully operational Command
in its own right. Its AOC-in-C was responsible for conducting operations
in the Atlantic Ocean against the German Navy attacking Allied shipping.
The Air Staff argued that, given the strategic outlook, no such comparable
operational role existed for Army Co-operation Command. The Air Staff
shut the door on Army Co-operation Command being upgraded to an
operational Command if a successtul invasion of Britain was launched by
the Germans, by arguing that air support would be conducted by army co-
operation squadrons already attached to the army. If further support was
required it would be provided by Bomber, Fighter and Coastal Command
squadrons as all resources would be required to defeat the invasion and not
to attack the German homeland or protect Allied shipping. There would



THE CREATION OF ARMY CO-OPERATION COMMAND 109

be no need for an Army Co-operation Command in this scenario.!*® Army
Co-operation Command found itself in this unusual position for an RAF
Command, and its ability to develop tactical air power in Britain would be
severely hampered as a result.

It was agreed that the head of the Command ‘would be responsible
for implementing the policy decided upon by the Air Ministry and War
Office for the development of all forms of air support for the Army’. The
General Staff believed that air support fell into two distinct categories:
reconnaissance and close support bombing. Under the proposals for Army
Co-operation Command the General Staff felt that reconnaissance devel-
opment would ‘be well catered for’. It was on the evolution of close sup-
port bombing techniques and communications that Army Co-operation
Command would need to focus. Despite plans in these areas being well
developed already, it was felt that further improvements could be made
through ‘tactical reconnaissance group[s| and schools’. By being ‘under
the command of the Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief [they] will do all
that is required’.!1® The General Staft did not have the same confidence for
the improvement of close support capability and this, they believed, was
the raison d’étre of the new Army Co-operation Command. They felt that
if the Command was not given the necessary powers and organised in the
most efficient way there was a very real chance it would fail in this. They
were willing to concede that if the RAF focused too much on tactical air
power development, it could only be at the expense of ongoing strategic
operations. In order to allow Army Co-operation Command to have the
powers they felt were necessary the General Staft argued that the AOC-
in-C should either be responsible for ‘training medium bomber squadrons
on close support duties or to incorporate a small bomber formation into
the new Command’. If the AOC-in-C was given these responsibilities,
he would have direct access to a certain amount of Bomber Command
resources and AOC Northern Ireland, to arrange training exercises.
This was seen to be a better system for squadrons that were stationed in
England and Scotland. If an operational bomber force was formed within
Army Co-operation Command it

would give the necessary weight to the close support side of the pro-
posed organisation. The Command would be in the fullest sense an Army
Co-operation Command.!'?”
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This was something that the Air Staff were reluctant to agree to as they
wanted to restrict the resources dedicated to tactical air power develop-
ment as much as possible.

By the end of October 1940, both the Air and General Staffs had
reached a position where they were able to sit down and finalise the organ-
isation and responsibilities of a new Army Co-operation Command. It was
agreed that the new Command would be organised with an operational
Group under GHQ Home Forces, with Army Co-operation Command
having full control over the training group.''® This set-up favoured the
Air Staff’s position at the expense of the General Staff’s demands and
this would place it at a severe disadvantage throughout its existence.
With the emphasis being placed upon developing army co-operation by
the Army Council, the Air Staff’s motivations for creating what was a
non-operational Command that only had responsibilities for experiments
and training must be called into question. The commander of this new
organisation would find himself disadvantaged, due to his Command’s
non-operational nature, in calls for resources against more established,
operational Commands. The disagreement that existed between the two
services over the basic concepts of air power had also not been resolved
during the discussions to create Army Co-operation Command.

In a directive to the AOC-in-C of Army Co-operation Command, it
was laid out that this Command would ‘comprise all RAF units specifically
engaged in Army Co-operation duties in Great Britain’. His main respon-
sibility was to ‘implement the policy decided upon by the Air Ministry
for the development of all forms of air support for the army’. There was
no mention of this being a joint policy decision of the Air Ministry and
War Office as had been discussed and agreed upon previously. To facili-
tate the implementation of this policy, the commander was to ‘liaise with
[the] Commander-in-Chief and Commanders of other RAF Commands
and Commanders-in-Chief Home Forces and Northern Ireland’.!"” The
potential for difficulties in these relationships have been detailed above.

The new Command was officially formed on 1 December 1940 and
Barratt, former commander of BAFF was installed as AOC-in-C.12° Its
headquarters was established at Bracknell and the staft was ““integrated”—
a new vogue word—being composed of Army and RAF staft officers’.!?!
Army Co-operation Command’s initial responsibility was simply the
administration of a dozen Lysander reconnaissance squadrons whose
obsolescence had already been effectively demonstrated in France.!??
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One of Barratt’s first actions upon being appointed was to familiarise
himself with the work that had already been conducted in close support
development. He authorised the distribution of the Wann-Woodall report
to all squadrons within his Command!?? and suggested that it be adopted
by other commands in overseas theatres as standard operational practice.
The report had been codified as basic close support doctrine and, due
to the joint nature of the trials, should be considered the first piece of
joint doctrine produced by the RAF and army. However, Barratt’s sug-
gestion was refused—the reason being the RAF’s institutional distrust of
theoretical solutions—and the very real threat of invasion occupied their
minds.'** The Wann-Woodall experiments were, however, used as ‘inspi-
ration and guidance after unsuccessful operations in the Western Desert
and Churchill’s intervention on air support in this theatre in September
1941°.1%

Alongside the creation of Army Co-operation Command, the Air
Staft also looked to the Directorate of Military Co-operation to improve
relations between the two services. It was argued that such a directorate
would allow army co-operation ‘to have strong representation in the Air
Ministry’ and it would be directly responsible to the CAS and not Army
Co-operation Command. The DMC was to work primarily with the War
Office to frame policy for the development of army co-operation, despite
this already being part of Army Co-operation Command’s remit. Its duties
would cover the following areas: ‘provision for army air requirements; co-
operation with the army at home and abroad and preparation for plans
for the formation of air components for field forces as requisite Air Staff/
Army matters affecting the Directorate of Combined Operations’. The
DMC would also be responsible for some parts of operational planning and
would have no executive function in relation to operational Commands.!2¢
Some of the responsibilities of the DMC appear to be those that would
have been given to an operational Army Co-operation Command—having
previously insisted on restricting Army Co-operation Command activities,
the Air Staff’s motives in agreeing to this must be questioned.

Despite the formation of Army Co-operation Command, the develop-
ment of tactical air power in Britain was still not easy to facilitate—in the
first year of its creation Army Co-operation Command’s contribution to
army support was of great significance, but the Command found itself
hamstrung by many factors almost from day one of its inception.
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CHAPTER 4

The Work of Army Co-operation
Command, 1941

As Army Co-operation Command began the overall role assigned to it
in 1941, it experienced, as should be expected with any newly created
organisation, a degree of teething problems. Major modifications were
required both to the Command’s internal organisation and its position
with regard to non-RAF military organisations within Britain. This was
particularly the case with the army’s Home Forces. The roles, responsi-
bilities and even location of some of Barratt’s subordinate commanders
required a major overhaul as they were unworkable in the form that had
been agreed between the Air and General Staffs prior to Under the pres-
ent arrangement th’s creation in the autumn of 1940. There were also
still high-level tensions between the Air Ministry and War Office over the
development of tactical air power in Britain. One area of particular worry
was how Army Co-operation Command and the War Office would com-
municate, especially over progress on developing operational procedures.

Despite these many issues, Barratt and his staft set about confronting
some of the major issues that had plagued tactical air power prior to and
during the Second World War to date. They used First World War experi-
ences and interwar exercises to guide them in this process. The British stra-
tegic outlook in 1941 gave Army Co-operation Command the necessary
time to reorganise and prepare further tactical air power developments—
with the continent dominated by Germany after the defeat of France, the
U-Boat threat in the Atlantic hampering British communications with the
US and the empire, and the Italian invasion of North Africa, the country’s
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focus was on non-European theatres of operation. The focus of the RAF
as a whole at this time remained on the strategic air offensive against
Germany and not tactical air power—this was the only effective way of
carrying the fight to the German homeland and also keeping friendly but
neutral powers such as the US interested in events in Europe. The fear of
invasion had receded to a degree with Fighter Command’s victory in the
Battle of Britain but was still a real concern and no plans were being made
to launch a seaborne invasion against the French coast in the near future.!

In 1941, Army Co-operation Command continued its most fruitful
experimentation in the refining of artillery reconnaissance and spotting
that had been postponed during the Battle of France. Its work was a prime
example of how to operate effectively and smoothly with branches of the
army, overcoming differences and improving relations, and showed prom-
ise for further co-operative ventures. As will be discussed below, however,
Army Co-operation Command’s operational restrictions also prevented
this positive opportunity for expansion.> These restrictions were primar-
ily due to the way in which the Air Staff had created Army Co-operation
Command—it straddled the awkward and difficult position between the
tactical and operational levels of war. The focus of the Command should
have been, and indeed was, on the refinement of tactical activity to enable
air power to be delivered more efficiently at the lowest level of war but the
effects of these refinements would be more greatly felt at the operational
level and would act as a force multiplier.

The creation of Army Co-operation Command relieved some of the
pressure on the Air Ministry to develop air support techniques, and work
began on trials and further experiments in earnest—ideas that emerged
formed part of joint RAF /army training exercises. The exercises also dem-
onstrated to a greater degree the sound advice that had emanated from
the interwar exercises for the command and control of air support. Both
services” understanding of how to conduct air support, its operational lim-
itations and the most effective command and communications structures
were slowly improved— Army Co-operation Command was at the heart
of this process.

Considerable tension still existed between the two services over the
allocation of air resources for trials and training. The RAF, for example,
still lacked the resources to be able to conduct both strategic air offen-
sives and army co-operation training—aircraft had to be taken oft active
operations to partake in exercises, something the RAF was reluctant to
do at this point in the war. The impotent status of Army Co-operation
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Command and its inability to successfully claim air resources for train-
ing, was made clear to the army early in 1941, contributed to continuing
tensions between the two services,® and prompted the General Staff to
continue their calls for a separate army air arm. The fear of a German inva-
sion of Britain was still very much in the forefront of military and political
minds and more effort was made to better co-ordinate support for an
armed defensive force if the worst fears were realised in the summer of
1941. This co-ordination, however, did not include utilising the knowl-
edge or expertise contained within Army Co-operation Command—the
organisation was largely sidelined due to its non-operational status.
Mainly as a result of the tensions that continued over the allocation of
aircraft to the close support training role, discussions continued between
the CAS and CIGS, particularly over aircraft requirements necessary
for a successful cross-Channel invasion. Barratt and Army Co-operation
Command’s role in this process will be discussed later in this chapter
and what will become apparent is how Army Co-operation Command
was viewed differently by the RAF and army. To the RAF it was nothing
more than a necessary evil to be endured for as short a time as possible
until either air power had done such damage to the German ability to
prosecute the war that land forces were simply required to mop up small
areas of resistance, or the army had given up on demands for their own
army air arm. In order to achieve this, the Air Ministry sidelined Army
Co-operation Command in terms of aircraft, equipment and personnel.
Barratt would also find himself excluded from discussions on such sub-
jects as ‘the employment of bomber squadrons in close support of Home
Forces’.* For the army, Commander-in-Chief of Home Forces, General
Sir Alan Brooke, whilst not necessarily looking to create a separate army
air arm, was still pushing hard to have squadrons formed specifically to
only provide air support to land forces without air superiority having been
gained in the first instance.® It must be questioned how much the War
Office had learnt about modern warfare and the principles of air power
since the Battle of France if basic concepts such as this were still being
misunderstood by those at the head of the army in Britain. It must further
be questioned how much the RAF felt that they could, or indeed should,
educate the army on this issue. The responsibility for this would eventu-
ally fall to Army Co-operation Command. Major events in the Western
Desert, most notably the disastrous (particularly in terms of air support)
operations of Brevity and Battleaxe will form a small section of this chapter
in order to provide the wider historical context of events in theatres that
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would also develop an impromptu air support system and the troubles
they faced in this area.

The first major issue that confronted Barratt and Army Co-operation
Command was raised just two months after its creation. The prob-
lem was the relations and communications between the War Office and
Army Co-operation Command. As the AOC-in-C of Army Co-operation
Command, part of Barratt’s role was to implement in conjunction with
Home Forces a training policy to further develop army co-operation. The
commander at No. 71 (Operations) Group was to act as Barratt’s rep-
resentative and advisor on all matters regarding co-operation including
anti-invasion measures that were being discussed and developed at this
time.® One of the major issues for Army Co-operation Command was
that no one within the RAF was certain about its place within the overall
service command structure. The Air Staff regarded Army Co-operation
Command as the appropriate department through which the General Staff
and War Office should address their concerns as, despite appearances in
the wake of the Battle of France, they still had no real interest in this area.
High-level policy decisions were, however, taken without any direct refer-
ence to, or consultation with, Army Co-operation Command. The War
Office also had high hopes for the development of tactical air power in
Britain with the creation of the new Command. The War Office expected
more than the Air Ministry were willing to give. It is highly debatable, and
indeed unlikely, that the War Office saw Army Co-operation Command as
a backdoor means to the creation of their own army air arm, but they cer-
tainly expected the status of the command to be raised to that of an opera-
tional command as the possibility of a return to the continent increased.
These issues, along with others, were highlighted to Barratt almost as soon
as Army Co-operation Command had been created.”

Barratt acted as soon as it was practicable to do so and wrote to the
Under-Secretary of State for Air, Harold Balfour, regarding the command
structure of Army Co-operation Command and the location of the com-
mander of No. 71 (Operations) Group. The way in which these issues
were resolved demonstrates further how the RAF and Air Ministry viewed
Army Co-operation Command—-Barratt’s concerns deserve to be quoted
at length:

The AOC 71 Group has, in his role of the Home Forces Air Component,
the dual function of commanding his Group and acting as air adviser to the
C-in-C [Home Forces]. To permit him to fulfil the latter function, his own
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office and that of the Air Branch of his Staff is located at GHQ, while the
remainder of his Staff remains at his rear Headquarters at Sunningdale.

A very great number of questions affecting air matters, many of which
have no direct bearing on the component, arise daily at GHQ, and since the
Air Branch of No. 71 Group Staff has in effect become the air section of the
General Staff at GHQ these problems are invariably passed to it to deal with.

Arising from this, the AOC 71 Group finds himself and his Air Staff
officers tied to GHQ and unable to exercise the necessary supervision over
his widely dispersed Command. To relieve this situation I propose the AOC
71 Group, and his Air Branch should regard Sunningdale as their main
Headquarters, and that a liaison staft from my Headquarters should take
their place at GHQ.

The C-in-C Home Forces has previously discussed with me the defects
of the organisation by which 71 Group was saddled with too many tasks
outside its providence.

In addition, I am convinced that a Liaison Section of my Headquarters
at GHQ Home Forces is essential to permit me to perform fully ... my
directive which charges me with the responsibility for the supervision of all
air training in co-operation with the Army and with the development of the
tactics and techniques of Army co-operation including close support.’

What Barratt was suggesting was confirmed by GHQ Home Forces after
Exercise Victor, when they stated that it was necessary to make changes
‘in the existing methods of liaison between GHQ and RAF Commands’.
GOC-in-C Home Forces further believed that the Commander of No.
71 Group could not ‘act as the Senior Air Staff Officer [SASO] at GHQ
Home Forces before or after “Action Stations” and at the same time carry
out his duties as Group Commander’.’

Part of the problem was the sheer volume of workload that would be
placed upon the AOC No. 71 Group if the call to action stations was ever
made. If this did happen his focus would be on acting as SASO to Home
Forces and he would be unable to give any real attention to commanding
his group. There was a shortage of experienced army co-operation offi-
cers of a senior enough rank to undertake one of these two roles thereby
resolving the issue. The major stumbling point, however, was that this par-
ticular role had not been fully thought through due to the speed at which
Army Co-operation Command had been designed and created. This was
partly due to the War Office wanting such an organisation to be created
but more so by the Air Staft’s desire to relieve the pressure they had faced
to do something in the wake of the Battle of France. Brooke proposed the
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following suggestion in an attempt to resolve and streamline what was a
very cumbersome and confused command system for all involved:

The AOC-in-C Army Co-operation Command to be available to act as my
RAF adviser, assisted by: A RAF liaison Staff of one Group Captain and
permanently located at GHQ. A RAF map room staff to maintain 24 hours
watch in the combined Navy-Army-RAF Map Room. The Liaison Staft will:
(1) Receive information from all RAF sources and pass it to GHQ branches,
combined map room and any RAF Headquarters concerned; (ii) Transmit
naval and military information from all sources to [the] RAF Headquarters
concerned; (iii) Transmit any requests for support to AOC-in-C RAF
Commands; (iv) Issue orders to strategical reconnaissance units working
directly with GHQ.!?

What Barratt and Brooke were suggesting was what would be termed
today a joint force, combining air and ground resources in a single com-
mand. Such an idea would not have been tolerable to the Air Staff or the
Air Ministry during this period as they believed it would violate one of the
fundamental principles of air power—that air resources should be central-
ised under a single air commander. The proposal put forward by Barratt
and Brooke would have been eminently workable in principle but might
have seen Barratt working under the operational control of Brooke and
would have created a de facto army air arm. What would have made this
even more intolerable to the Air Staff was that this army air arm would in
fact have been a part of the RAF and might have led to the army claiming
even more air resources for themselves, preventing the strategic air offen-
sive being prosecuted with the rigour it was felt necessary.

Barratt received a response to the letter he had sent to the Air Ministry
about the difficulties he was facing in his new position from the DMC Air
Commodore R. V. Goddard, who stated that he would be required to nego-
tiate with GHQ Home Forces in order to “find out how best their require-
ments could be met’.!! This was despite Barratt having already discussed
the issues in depth with Brooke. As has been noted, Brooke had also writ-
ten a detailed memorandum on the issue setting out how he thought the
problems could be best resolved. That the Air Ministry felt they also had
to do this demonstrates the real position of Army Co-operation Command
within the RAF command structure. They were not able to resolve this issue
through direct discussions with Home Forces lest it create a type of joint for-
mation that the RAF were desperate to avoid creating. A draft of a letter sent
to Barratt from the Vice Chief of the Air Staft (VCAS) Air Chief Marshal Sir
Wilfred Freeman, which was actually written by Goddard, stated that
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It was realised when your Command was created, that it could not be quite
like other Commands, and that its activities must be fairly rigidly confined.
It was for that reason that a carefully thought-out directive was given to you,
in the hope that some of the difficulties which have since cropped up might
be avoided. I'm afraid it won’t do to have an Air Marshal alongside C-in-C
Home Forces, it might interfere with his direct contact with other opera-
tional C-in-C’s or with DCAS [Deputy Chief of the Air Staff]. That is why
your relations with C-in-C Home Forces were limited to co-operation on
matters of training, tactics and technique ... It was feared when we agreed
to form Army Co-operation Command that the War Office and Home
Forces might be inclined to expect more from you than we agreed upon.
The War Office knows very well what it is not entitled to ask your advice on
Army Co-operation matters. The same applies to GHQ, except on matters
defined in your directive. I have discussed with CAS the difficulties which
have arisen and he considers that it would be inadvisable to modify your
responsibilities. If the associations you already had with GHQ make it dif-
ficult to retract without something being said by CAS to CIGS or to C-in-C
Home Forces, perhaps you will let me know what you would like done to
clarify your position.!?

The Air Staff were setting down in writing their deliberate policy
of restricting the flow of information on the development of army co-
operation to the service that would benefit from it the most. This was
based on the spurious idea that closer ties between Army Co-operation
Command and Home Forces would somehow restrict the communications
Brooke and his successors would have with other RAF Commands and the
Air Staff. At no point are Barratt’s concerns over his command structure
directly addressed and the solutions proposed were rejected out of hand
and the blame is placed almost entirely on potential War Office motives.
The fear of the creation of an army air arm through closer ties between
Army Co-operation Command and Home Forces is evident to see. There
had also clearly been crossed wires between the Air and General Staffs as
to what could be expected from Army Co-operation Command during
the discussions about how best to advance the development of tactical air
power in Britain. This adds further weight to the argument that the Air
Staff felt pressured to create Army Co-operation Command and were only
willing to endure it as a necessary evil until it could be disbanded.

Agreement was reached with Home Forces as to how Army
Co-operation Command could best be reorganised and the changes were
implemented. To resolve the command issues faced by No. 71 Group, the
air staff were moved from GHQ Home Forces to the headquarters of the
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group. In order to fulfil the representation aspect of the Group’s role an
air staff officer remained at Home Forces as an SASO. This new arrange-
ment, however, meant that Home Forces could no longer receive advice
on air matters and a decision on how to resolve this new issue was post-
poned until after the new structure had had time to bed in.!® Barratt’s role
was also subject to greater restriction and reinterpretation. He was now
to be adviser to GOC-in-C Home Forces ‘on Army Co-operation policy
in its narrowest sense’ except ‘the operational employment of the Army
Co-operation Units of 71 Group’.'* The SASO that was to be appointed
to Home Forces was to be of the rank of either Air Commodore or Group
Captain. This move diverged from the ideas originally laid down in RAF
doctrinal manuals. The new SASO was to responsible ‘to the C-in-C for
advice on air matters; consequently the responsibility of the AOC 71
Group to the C-in-C, Home Forces, will no longer be that of an AOC
Air Component as defined in Air Publication 1300°.** This SASO was Air
Commodore J. L. Vachell, and he began his duties on 19 March.'¢

For a newly created Command to experience teething problems is
nothing unusual, and that an organisation as politically charged after the
interservice arguments suffered to a greater extent should be expected. The
way in which the problems were resolved, however, demonstrates Army
Co-operation Command’s standing within the RAF. Despite suggesting a
solution to the issues facing him, and having discussed this with Brooke,
Barratt was not consulted about how best to change the command struc-
ture of Army Co-operation Command and the Air Staff consulted Home
Forces separately. Barratt also had to refer the matter to Goddard continu-
ally instead of being able to resolve the issues in conjunction with the Air
Staff. Barratt went into depth about this in a letter to Balfour:

I agree that there should be a representative of my Headquarters and of
Headquarters of 71 Group located at GHQ Home Forces, and I have already,
after consultation with GHQ, agreed to leave Major C. C. Oxborrow, MC
to act in that capacity. I suggest that as AOC-in-C, the Army Co-operation
Command, this matter of representation is one for mutual arrangement
between myself and the C-in-C Home Forces, should circumstances require
any subsequent adjustments in the question. I am convinced that the inter-
position of such an intermediary organisation [DMC], owning no respon-
sibility to me, between the Army in this country and the RAF Command
set up expressly to co-operate with it, can only lead to friction, delay, uncer-
tainty of council and inefficiency [emphasis added].!”
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To resolve the structural command problems of 71 Group it was disbanded
in August and six Army Co-operation Wings were created and placed at
Army Command Headquarters. Each wing was to be commanded by an
RAF officer. The officer ‘commanding the Wing Headquarters will have
executive control under the army commander of all army co-operation
squadrons within the command’. He would also ‘act as air adviser to the
army commander’.!® This reorganisation created a more joint command
structure which would allow greater co-operation between the army
co-operation wings and the army command headquarters.

Arguments between the War Office and Air Ministry over the function
of Army Co-operation Command and the advice it could give came to a
head during discussions about how to resolve the structural command
issues. In February 1941, the CIGS aired the War Office’s frustrations in
detail:

Under the present arrangement the Army Co-operation Command sends
reports, advice and opinions on all matters only to the Air Ministry. The
War Office suggests that they should have full access to Army Co-operation
Command’s opinion ... The War Office feels itself greatly handicapped by
this restriction ... The Command works for the good of both Services. It
is fully understood that the resultant policy is a matter purely for the Air
Ministry and War Office to decide. But it is difficult for the War Office to
help towards forming a joint policy when it is not in possession of all the
facts. The War Office may agree or disagree with the Command’s opinion
but it would at least like to know what that opinion is. It is suggested,
therefore, that the War Office should have full access to Army Co-operation
Command’s opinion, written or verbal, copies of written matter being sent
direct to the War Office at the same time the originals go to the Air Ministry.
A considerable speeding up of business will result, and better co-operation
between the two Ministries will be possible.'?

The Air Staft had previously rejected out of hand this proposal for
greater communication between the War Office and Army Co-operation
Command and the minutes of the meeting demonstrate the true inten-
tions of the War Office. They wished to ‘establish personal contact with
AOC-in-C, and the Air Staff at Army Co-operation Command’.?° Barratt
was personally against the idea of sending all of Army Co-operation
Command’s papers to the War Office. This could have been due to wor-
ries about his Command being subsumed and becoming a de facto army
air arm, but given the ideas he had discussed with Brooke over the reor-
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ganisation of his own Command, his reluctance could be put down to
two other reasons: (1) the potentially overwhelming amount of work this
would involve for both parties, and (2) preventing flawed or incomplete
ideas being viewed outside of Army Co-operation Command before they
had been fully developed. If he was allowed greater discretion over what
the War Office received he was willing to increase the flow of informa-
tion sent.?! That the War Office wanted greater communication with the
organisation created to foster an improved spirit of collaboration and fur-
ther the development of army co-operation in Britain is fully justifiable,
particularly given their recent experiences in France.

Barratt also felt that the position of the Directorate of Military
Co-operation placed Army Co-operation Command in a difficult posi-
tion with regard to fostering better relations with the War Office; he felt
that the DMC further hamstrung Army Co-operation Command in its
attempts to fulfil its role. Barratt’s opinion was that ‘there seemed no
need for a DMC, since Director of Plans is responsible for planning for
Army requirements and the [AO]C-in-C Army Co-operation Command
is responsible for advising the Air Ministry of Army Co-operation require-
ments’.?? Barratt felt that the DMC was an unnecessary bureaucratic step
for army co-operation development in Britain. As head of the DMC, and
finding his position under attack, Goddard felt that Barratt’s opinion on
this was driven because

he does not wish his activities to be limited by his existing directive. All
the difficulties which have arisen have related to matters of future policy
or future arrangements, in which he has either gone ahead of Air Ministry
authority, or acted upon what he believed to be Air Ministry policy before it
had been communicated to him.??

Barratt’s wider motives in questioning the need for a DMC within the
RAF are open to wide-ranging interpretation. He may have been deliber-
ately trying to usurp the position of Goddard and his Directorate in order
to simply create difficulties for the Air Staff. Barratt was well known within
the RAF for this.>* It is difficult, however, to marry Goddard’s opinion
about Barratt’s actions with the available evidence. Barratt had raised
structural command issues that would not only have caused problems
for his Command in the future but were causing issues at the time. He
wanted to reorganise his Command in order for it to function effectively
as quickly as possible. Through increasing the role, responsibilities and
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status of Army Co-operation Command, and potentially transforming it
into an operational Command, he would stand a greater chance of being
successful in his role. Barratt saw Army Co-operation Command as the
best way to further the development of army co-operation within Britain
and because of this he was not always willing to toe the Air Staff line.
Further moves were made to alter the fundamental makeup of Army
Co-operation Command later in 1941. Churchill wrote to both Sinclair
and CAS regarding certain appointments within the RAF in his capacity
as Minister of Defence. A vacancy in the US ferry service had arisen and
Churchill’s first choice for the post, Sir Hugh Dowding, had been deemed
unsuitable. Churchill’s second choice was Barratt and he felt that ‘the best
arrangement would be to send Air Marshal Barratt there, and replace him
with Sir Hugh Dowding who will give confidence to the Army that they
will have their interests fully represented’.?® Barratt’s position at Army
Co-operation Command was defended by both Sinclair and CAS.

Neither I nor the Chief of the Air Staff would be prepared to recommend
the changes suggested in your minute. Air Marshal Barratt was appointed
to Army Co-operation Command only 6 months ago at the suggestion of
the War Office and knows more about Army Co-operation than any other
officer of his rank in the RAF. He has done his work very well and his knowl-
edge and experience would be wasted in charge of the Ferry Organisation
for which he has no special qualifications.?®

John Ray has argued that Churchill “still held Dowding in high esteem and did
not want a man of such great achievements and undoubted, although some-
times individual abilities, to be dropped’. Churchill saw Army Co-operation
Command as a way of rehabilitating Dowding after the Battle of Britain and
retaining him at a high level Command within the RAF. When the first calls
had been made to remove Dowding from Fighter Command, Churchill
had left the matter undiscussed for over two weeks.?” The question must be
raised as to why Churchill had not put forward Dowding to take charge of
Army Co-operation Command when it was first created.

Given his vast experience in army co-operation, both the Air Ministry
and War Office felt that Barratt was the right man to be head of Army
Co-operation Command. If Dowding had been appointed as head, the
development of army co-operation would have been severely hampered—
Dowding was due to retire in April 1942 and a new commander would
have had to be appointed, potentially causing great disruption at a time
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when greater coherence and unity was required. Also, Dowding’s experi-
ence had been in Fighter Command and research and supply, and not army
co-operation.?® The issue of Dowding’s appointment is not mentioned in
the literature available on Dowding and the aftermath of the Battle of
Britain.?” The majority of these works were published before academic
focus had turned to the development of tactical air power. Without the
work that has previously been done highlighting the development of tacti-
cal air power, Army Co-operation Command had been seen as a peripheral
issue. In a bizarre turn of events, six months after Churchill’s moves to
replace Barratt with Dowding, Sinclair sent a minute to Churchill regard-
ing the expansion of the RAF that was taking place. In this minute he
recommended removing Barratt from Army Co-operation Command and
replacing him with Air Marshal Richard Peirse:

For some time I have been contemplating a change in that Command and
I have discussed it with Portal ... I with Brooke ... mentioned Peirse and
Brooke seemed to prefer it. Barratt does not possess the wide experience
of Peirse, nor is he as strong a personality. He is, however, extremely hard-
working and is a good commander.?°

No changes were made and Barratt remained at Army Co-operation
Command. In 1942, however, Sinclair sent a minute to Churchill stat-
ing again that he wanted to remove Barratt from Army Co-operation
Command and replace him this time with Air Marshal Sir Alfred Garrod.
The Prime Minister discussed this proposal with Brooke, who was
now CIGS, and the new GOC-in-C Home Forces General Sir Bernard
Paget. Both men felt that Barratt should remain at Army Co-operation
Command. Sinclair, disappointed by this response from the General Staff
replied,

Sir Arthur Barratt is an officer of great ability and long experience. That is
why I refused the request of the Secretary of State for War [ David Margesson |
to move him last summer and why I want him as Inspector-General now. On
the other hand now is the time to make a fresh start in Army Co-operation
Command. The [AO]C-in-C should be of unusual energy and imagination
who will make the most of the Command’s new equipment and vigorously
press its claims on the Air Ministry and the Army. Barratt is not, in my
judgement, the right man for this job.
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This chapter has clearly demonstrated that rather than Barratt not
pressing the claims of Army Co-operation Command as Sinclair sug-
gested, he had in fact done this and been sidelined in the process by the
DMC and Air Ministry who had deliberately kept his brief as AOC-in-C
Army Co-operation Command as limited as possible. Churchill replied to
Sinclair asking for proof that the army wanted Barratt removed:

I find on enquiry that both the CIGS and C-in-C Home Forces, would
very much regret the departure of Air Marshal Barratt. In view of the com-
plaints that are made [of the way] that the Army has been treated by the Air
Ministry in respect of co-operation, and that they have now got an officer
whom they like and trust ... Let me see the papers on which you base your
statement that the Secretary of State for War requested you to move Air
Marshal Barratt last year. My own recollection is that the military opinion
was very much in his favour and that was why the move was not made.3!

Sinclair was forced to admit that the papers to which he had referred
did not in fact exist and that there had been no move by the War Office
to remove Barratt. The attitude emanating from the Air Ministry regard-
ing Army Co-operation Command, and as a direct result its commander,
must be called into question. Within fourteen months of its creation
both the Prime Minister and the head of the political and military aspects
of the RAF had attempted to remove Barratt from his position. The final
attempt to remove Barratt took place just after Sinclair had been forced
to defend Army Co-operation Command in the House of Commons. He
stated that Army Co-operation Command was in no way inferior to any
other RAF Command, despite its non-operational status. This embar-
rassing statement had to be made whilst the 1942 Air Estimates were
being announced to the House of Commons.??> The feelings of the Air
Staff towards Army Co-operation Command are clearly demonstrated
in a letter from Freeman to the then AOC No. 5 Bomber Group, AVM
Slessor.®

I was lunching with Boom [ Lord Trenchard] the other day and he raised the
question of the present arrangements for army co-operation. I am afraid that
I had not thought about it much recently, but I have a feeling that the pres-
ent system is not right and that the present Army Co-operation Command,
which we organised in rather a hurry last autumn, largely in order to satisfy
the army’s inferiority complex, is not the right answer.3*
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This letter demonstrates the ambivalent feelings of the Air Ministry
towards army co-operation and, as a result, their attitude towards Army
Co-operation Command had, in reality, changed little since the Battle of
France—whoever was head of Army Co-operation Command would have
found the job difficult. This resulted in the attempted leadership changes
described above, as well as Barratt pushing for greater powers and respon-
sibilities. The attempts to change the commander also led to a degree
of instability within Army Co-operation Command—some reorganisation
did take place, handled by the Air Staft in-house. Whilst the War Office
was consulted on certain aspects of this, the majority of the decisions
were taken by the RAF alone as they were the service responsible for the
Command.

While the discussions over the structure of Army Co-operation
Command were continuing in Britain, air power at the tactical level was
being deployed against the German and Italian forces in the Western
Desert, but 1941 saw ground support effectiveness fall to its lowest ebb
in this theatre.®® Two major operations involving tactical air support were
conducted in an attempt to relieve the German siege of Tobruk, code-
named Brevity and Battleaxe.?® The relief of Tobruk was a strategic neces-
sity as its continued occupation threatened Egypt and the Suez Canal,®”
the latter being one of the most important assets for Britain—if this fell
under hostile control, communications with the empire would be severed
and Britain’s grand strategic position would be severely undermined.38
The head of the RAF in the Western Desert, Tedder, was willing to sacri-
fice some of the principles of air power so strongly held in Britain in order
to foster better relations in the theatre. Previous operational failures had
been blamed on air support as had happened in Britain after the Battle of
France.

The air support aspect of both of these operations was an unmitigated
disaster. Brevity demonstrated the differences that existed between the
two services in the Western Desert over the types of targets that were
best attacked from the air. As had happened in Britain in 1940, the army,
through Brigadier W. H. Gott, felt that air support was best applied once
the attack had begun by bombing immediate tactical problems facing
ground forces, such as enemy armoured formations. The major problem,
not encountered in France due to the speed of the German breakthrough
and advance, was the identification of friendly forces in close proximity
to the enemy. The RAF, through Air Commodore Raymond Collishaw,
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argued that ground forces could best be supported from the air by attack-
ing interdiction targets. Both services were, however, willing to work
closely together at the highest level in order to resolve the issues that
conducting air support presented, which was not the case in Britain. This
increased co-operation can be explained by the fact that the forces in the
Western Desert were involved in active operations against the enemy and
the necessity of gaining victory or avoiding defeat was more important
than arguing over principles of command or ownership of resources.*
The air plans for Battleaxe were made on a joint basis between Tedder
and the General Officer Commander-in-Chief Middle East, General Sir
Archibald Wavell, and incorporated the lessons identified from Brevity.
There were still, however, basic conceptual differences between the
two services over the employment of the WDAF. Wavell wanted the air
resources to be used as a protective umbrella and to have bombers on
standby to answer calls for support from land forces. Whilst these con-
cepts had been dismissed by the RAF several years before, Tedder was
willing to allow it to demonstrate that the WDAF was willing to provide
support and ‘because the air units involved were only required for a short
time’.*® Battleaxe failed in its objective to drive the German forces under
General leutnant Erwin Rommel from Tobruk but Hall has noted that
this failure was not necessarily due to a lack of, or inability to provide air
support by the WDAF, highlighting that Rommel ‘was both forewarned
and well prepared’.*! The prearranged signals system put in place to allow
the army to request support had only been used once and this led to calls
from Wavell for an army air arm in the Western Desert. The explanation
for why the system had failed differed depending on the service: the army
felt that the opportunities to request close support had been limited, if
not non-existent, during Battleaxe; the WDAF felt that the army had been
inadequately trained in how to use the communications system and that
it suffered from many failures during the operation.*> The same errone-
ous idea that emerged from the Bartholomew Committee with regard to
German close support abilities was raised in the Western Desert—the army
believed that German land forces had the ability to immediately summon
the Luftwaffe when they encountered difficulties during their operations.*?
Following Battleaxe, a number of exercises were held over the summer
of 1941 in order to ‘determine the most suitable targets for air attack and
the ideal method of reconnoitring, engaging, and destroying them’.** The
exercises also tested the correct tactical methods of conducting attacks,
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experimenting with bombing from various altitudes and with different
sized bombs, as well the use of machine-guns and cannon for ground
strafing.*> After the completion of these exercises, a joint conference was
held to develop a policy acceptable to both parties—in the deliberations
that followed, the Air Support Committee that had been established used
the work of Wann and Woodall, refined by Army Co-operation Command,
to guide their thinking on an impromptu air support capability. The only
major area of contention that still existed between the WDAF and Eighth
Army was the defence of ground forces against air attack. The argument
of Eighth Army was the same as that agreed upon in the Bartholomew
Committee Report: that a fighter umbrella should be maintained to pro-
tect them. Neither service was willing to back down and it took the inter-
vention of Churchill to resolve the issue, stating that ‘Nevermore must
the ground troops expect, as a matter of course, to be protected from
the air by aircraft. ... Above all, the idea of keeping standing patrols of
aircraft over moving columns should be abandoned.’*® In addition to this,
Churchill also settled the issue of ownership of air resources and the inde-
pendent standing of the RAF in the Western Desert.*”

On 30 September a new edict, the Middle East (Army and RAF)
Directive on Joint Air Support was released detailing the techniques for
‘target selection, recognition and attack’, as well as ‘the procedures for
the transmission of information between the Army and RAF up and down
the entire chain of command’. It worked in a similar manner to the CSBC
concept that had been developed in Britain. This has been described as ‘an
innovative joint command structure’. Its origins, however, can be found
in the ideas that emerged from the interwar army co-operation exercises.*®
The only real difference between the British and Western Desert joint
headquarter concepts was the level of command at which they functioned.
In the Western Desert it was established at the Corps level. This was not
possible in Britain at the time as a formation of this size did not exist.

In Britain, one of the first moves by Army Co-operation Command to
improve the abilities of the RAF to support the army in the field was in the
development of new artillery reconnaissance procedures based on the ideas
that were to have been trialled in France in 1940. Barratt’s ideas on this
demonstrated the refreshingly new attitude he brought to working with the
army in Britain. Writing to Balfour, he noted that ‘it is desirable to set out
the problem as the Army sees it’.** In order to allow as many squadrons as
possible to conduct this role any new system that was to be developed had
to be based on simplicity of training.>® Despite D Flight being the formation
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dedicated to conducting the trials under Army Co-operation Command, its
operational work was the responsibility of Fighter Command. Those who
had championed the development of the Air OP concept

Were faced with the greatest challenges ... The most pressing being asked
was, ‘how much risk was too much for an airborne OP pilot to survive while
flying at low level in the face of enemy ground formations, or in a sky filled
with enemy fighters?*>!

One of the biggest issues that had plagued artillery observation in
France was the aircraft used in the role. The Lysander had proved itself to
be slow and obsolescent in the face of the Luftwaffe and the few attempts
that had actually been made to conduct observation had resulted in either
the destruction of the aircraft or them being driven off by the enemy.™
The Air Staff were reluctant to see the creation of specialised formations
for this role unless there was strong evidence for it, again demonstrating
the prevailing attitudes and fears within the RAF. In a joint trial, Army
Co-operation Command and the School of Artillery set about finding the
best design of a suitable aircraft—they used a low-wing monoplane (the
actual aircraft is not mentioned in the trials report) to conduct observa-
tion to discover if the problems in France were due to the design of the
high-wing Lysander itself or simply that it was the wrong type of aircraft.
The results showed that a low-wing monoplane could be positioned to
conduct artillery observation and reconnaissance. Experiments were also
conducted on the procedure that had been used. When artillery batteries
were registering their precise location with observation aircraft, the call
to fire was answered by two instead of three salvos ‘since it was consid-
ered to be too difficult to make three observations during one run over
the target’.”® The Lysander was also used to conduct more trials where
aircraft corrected rather than simply observed the fall of shot and advised
the battery of this information as had occurred previously. The fact that
the Lysander was used for this type of trial was not of great importance as,
despite its obsolescence, it was the procedure being trialled and not the
aircraft.>*

A conference was held at Army Co-operation Command’s headquar-
ters to discuss how best to further develop artillery reconnaissance proce-
dures, during which it was suggested that the clock code system developed
during the First World War should be replaced by another used by the
gunners of the Royal Artillery. The gunner system, it was argued, would
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allow the required volume of fire to be produced more quickly and would
also give the pilot greater freedom in target selection as, due to the higher
vantage point, he would be able to judge the importance of the target. It
was claimed that the gunner procedure would allow a pilot, untrained in
anything else, to conduct an impromptu shoot through the use of R /T.%

Barratt was personally sceptical of this potential change, fearing that
pilots would have a greater burden placed upon them. He did ‘not con-
sider from the nature of the trials conducted there is any justification for
the recommendation that the Artillery method of correcting fire should
be introduced in place of the Clock Code System’.>® Barratt’s views were
confirmed by the senior artillery officer of Eastern Command, Brigadier
Duncan. Duncan was of the opinion that the Air OP, using the clock code
system, could provide a useful, but limited function, supplementing the
information that was already gained through normal artillery reconnais-
sance channels such as the Land Observation Post. Barratt was willing to
concede that a pilot who had been extensively trained had always been
able to conduct a shoot using the gunner procedure, but his belief in
the clock code system stemmed from three considerations: such extensive
training could not be given to every pilot; the gunner procedure was
more complex and placed a greater degree of responsibility on the pilot;
and the experiments that had been conducted had been brief in nature.
Barratt was not against the new system due to any sense of conservatism
about changing procedures or an unwillingness to co-operate with the
Royal Artillery.”” Further limited trials were held in April and reached
similar conclusions to the previous ones:

[The] artillery methods of ranging by corrections to line and range are
simpler, quicker and more efficient than any method based on the clock
code. They lend themselves more readily to observation from a low altitude
behind our own lines, and are more in accordance with modern air fighting
and AA [anti-aircraft] defence.?®

It was felt that by adopting the artillery procedure for air observation
there would be a simplification of training problems ‘for both ... the
Rloyal] Alrtillery] and RAF’.* This opinion was voiced by a formation
within Army Co-operation Command, but was still not enough to con-
vince Barratt or the Air Staft of its utility—all were particularly reluctant
to see the clock code system replaced unless they were presented with
overwhelming evidence to do s0.%°
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The army had lost total confidence in the clock code system to support
their artillery in the field after their experiences in France and against the
Italian Army in Libya.%! Barratt’s opinion was that it was not the system
used that was at fault but that, particularly in France, British aircraft had
been attempting to conduct shoots in the face of intense enemy opposi-
tion. His major concern with the trials that had been so far conducted
with the artillery method of correction was that they had been too few
in number and deliberately skewed to provide particular results. Barratt’s
insistence on retaining the old clock code system could be interpreted as
simple preservation of RAF autonomy of the role, a favouring of tried
and tested methods. But when we consider Barratt’s attempts to work
more closely with the army in general, however, combined with his previ-
ous experience as an artillery officer prior to joining the RFC in the First
World War, as well as his willingness to codify new solutions such as the
Wann-Woodall experiments, we can reach a different judgement.®> The
system did not have to be developed and refined to meet a deadline for use
in active operations and so Barratt had the luxury of time to fully test these
new ideas to ensure that they were not only robust enough, but also suit-
able for use in several different theatres. The evidence of the co-operation
between Army Co-operation Command and the School of Artillery in the
development process leads to the conclusion that Barratt considered the
system unsatisfactory in its present form and he wished to see the results
of more balanced trials before he would approve its use. Barratt was still
also not convinced that army co-operation pilots could be trained in the
artillery method and that when faced with enemy opposition, they would
be more concerned with their own safety rather than the situation on the
ground.®® The results of further trials were overwhelmingly positive and
with this Barratt’s scepticism disappeared. He was now convinced not only
of the effectiveness of the new procedure but also the ease with which
army co-operation pilots could be trained to use it. The new system came
into effect from 15 June 1941.%*

The work for Barratt and Army Co-operation Command did not fin-
ish with the implementation of the new reconnaissance system. It was
still necessary to refine the necessary communication system to allow it
be rolled out across army co-operation squadrons and for them to be
trained. To achieve maximum communication efficiency between aircraft
and artillery batteries, it was agreed that a two-way R /T system should be
used. This involved two different types of radio sets. The ground equip-
ment was the Army No. 11 Set and the airborne unit in Tomahawk army
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co-operation aircraft initially used in this role, the Army No. 19 Set. A
problem was identified very quickly during the initial training phase—
the allotment of frequencies for the role. Barratt wrote to Balfour to
explain the problem and argued that ‘this promising suggestion should
not be turned down because of the frequency difficulty but that the War
Office should be pressed to review the allotment of frequencies so as to
permit its adoption’.%® In response to this letter, the army’s Director of
Telecommunications wrote to Barratt assuring him that the War Office saw
no difficulty in ‘allotting suitable frequencies to Squadrons for Artillery
Co-operation’.%® The development and refinement of the Air OP concept
would continue into 1942 and 1943.

The possibility of invasion in early 1941 still loomed large over Britain as
it was not clear what German intentions were since the end of the Battle of
Britain and a series of exercises were conducted with this specific scenario
in mind and with two overriding aims. The first was to increase the num-
ber of co-operation squadrons, including appropriate signal and control
staff that would be able to provide the support required. The second was
to make ground troops in Britain aware of the limits of close air support
and not to see it as the panacea to all of the difficulties they might face in
the field, as well being fully versed in the procedure to request impromptu
aerial backup. If these aims could be achieved as quickly as possible, it
would lead to a more efficient and effective air support system with which
to help defeat any attempted invasion. A wider advantage would be that
a critical mass of troops from both services would be trained in conduct-
ing air support and that they would be best placed to consider further
improvements. The biggest of these exercises was Bumper, conducted
during the traditional army exercise period of July and August, although
smaller exercises were conducted throughout the year. One major issue
affected these exercises and ensured continuing tensions between the Air
Ministry and War Office—the release of Bomber Command’s medium
bomber squadrons from active operations.®” Peirse, AOC-in-C Bomber
Command, made it clear that in his opinion no reliance should be placed
upon anti-invasion exercises involving the use of close air support as such
methods would be unsuitable in defence of an amphibious landing.®

The first exercise of 1941, Dragon, took place in January. The most
striking remark to emerge from the report was not about how successful,
or not, the exercise as a whole had been, but that the close support tactics
used had previously been ‘evolved and practised ... for joint operations
in Palestine and in Air Control operations elsewhere’.%” The Air Ministry
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were at pains to state what the priority for medium bomber squadrons was
in order to avoid confusion between themselves and the War Office:

Owing to the nature of these exercises it may be possible that misconcep-
tions have arisen as to the role of medium bomber squadrons against inva-
sion. In their anti-invasion role the medium bomber squadrons form part
of the flexible organisation of Bomber Command and it would be uneco-
nomical to keep them unemployed waiting to support the Army when a role
could be found for them within the task of the Bomber Command.”®

The full resources of the RAF would be deployed in an air support
capacity in the event of any successful landing by German forces, but even
during what would be a grave emergency, the RAF still wanted to main-
tain its mono-role command structure. This did not, however, apply to
Army Co-operation Command as it was a non-operational command and
did not have access to operational resources. The idea for using medium
bomber squadrons in a close support role had first emerged during discus-
sions regarding the Wann—-Woodall experiments. Slessor, who was the then
Director of Plans, believed that all medium bomber squadrons should be
trained to conduct close support. Freeman highlighted to Slessor that cer-
tain squadrons had already been earmarked to conduct a close support
role and that these squadrons would be made available for training in this
role whenever they were not required for strategic operations against the
German homeland. The availability of these squadrons was to be a run-
ning issue for both Army Co-operation Command and the War Office and
led to the continuing bad relations between the Air and General Staffs.

A major factor in the availability of these medium bomber squadrons
was that the staff who were responsible for deciding their training pro-
grammes and availability was changed shortly after the decision had been
made to make them available to Army Co-operation Command. The new
staft officers had, in Barratt’s opinion, different priorities about the utili-
sation of these aircraft and the importance of the close support training
exercises and to close support in general.”? This was vehemently denied
by the Air Staff, and the denial highlights further why Army Co-operation
Command had been created. Goddard wrote to Barratt stating that ‘it is
most improper to suggest that [the then DCAS AVM] Douglas, agreed
to the close support doctrine because he was anxious to appease the War
Office’ (emphasis in original).”> That this had to be denied suggests that
the Air Staff felt they had to defend the decisions they had made so far
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(to give tactical air support a greater profile in Britain) in order to prevent
the accusation that they were simply acting in this way to relieve the pressure
placed upon them by the War Office since the end of the Battle of France.

When the Air Staff reviewed what they saw as the potential future needs
of the army in terms of air support they felt that it was necessary to repeat
their doctrinal thinking of how best the army could be supported in the
field. This was that ‘the principal aim of bomber support for the army is to
isolate the battlefield ... i.e. direct support’.”® The fundamental issue that
had divided the two services since the end of the First World War about
the role of aircraft in support of ground forces was no nearer resolution
as the army still saw close support as the best method. The War Office
was also increasingly unhappy with the Air Ministry over the training of
medium bomber squadrons in any form of air support. Brooke wrote of
the situation and re-emphasised the army’s ideas about the correct form
of air support:

Close support of the Army is not only zoz the primary role of medium
bomber squadrons, it is a role which they hardly consider or practice. Out
of the proposed trial of 500 sorties of medium bombers for training, only 45
took place [emphasis in original].7*

Brooke also made clear his feelings on the best possible solution to this
problem:

he was not satisfied with the amount of support he was receiving from the
Royal Air Force. He had always been opposed to the formation of an Army
Air Arm, but his experiences in recent months had driven him to the conclu-
sion that some form of this, that is, some RAF resources under the direct
control of the Army was essential.”®

Due to the strategic situation that confronted Britain at this point in the
Second World War, with a hostile power dominating the Channel ports
and Atlantic coast and British land forces unable to launch operations on
the continent, the RAF were the only service that could conduct opera-
tions that directly targeted the German homeland, and so they were able
to dismiss the War Office’s concerns with more ease than had been pos-
sible in 1940.

Barratt raised the concerns of Brooke and the War Office in general
with Portal, who was now CAS. Barratt was well versed in the War Office’s
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opinion on the development of air support in Britain as he had discussed
the matter at length with Brooke. Barratt highlighted that Brooke did
not see any failings in the co-operation between Army Co-operation
Command and the General Staft or War Office but that the issue was one
of the policy of the Air Staff. Barratt was also well aware that the RAF
did not have the resources available ‘to set aside any large proportion
of air forces for the exclusive support of the Army which was not actu-
ally engaged in a land campaign’.”® If the resources were not available
for large-scale support of operations they were definitely not available for
training exercises. There were two major issues with this however. First,
the exercises being conducted focused upon anti-invasion operations and
not the support of ground troops in an offensive capacity. As the strategic
outlook for Britain hopefully improved the focus for training and devel-
opment would move from anti-invasion to offensive operations. Second,
with the still limited resources available to Bomber Command to conduct
its strategic air offensive campaign against Germany, the medium bomber
squadrons were essential to increase the fire-power being deployed over
Germany. The medium bomber squadrons involved in these operations
suffered from high casualty rates and turnover of personnel, which meant
that little continuity and advancements could be made in the training.
Barratt felt that there was no advantage to be gained in continuing to train
Bomber Command squadrons in close air support for this reason.”” He
must surely have felt frustrated with this situation—training was under his
control but he was unable to run a programme that could do more than
impart the basics of close support operations.”®

The training that had been conducted with the medium bomber squad-
rons of 2 Group had highlighted certain areas that could be developed
further as the training season continued. The first was that “The highly
trained medium bomber squadrons ... were capable of adapting to this
form of support given a short period of extensive training’. The second
was that ‘such training lies more in ground organisation, rapid briefing,
correct interrogation, quick get-away and turn around, and knowledge of
the system’.”” These limited training exercises had shown where improve-
ments and training needed to be focused. The basic system designed by
Wann and Woodall and codified by Army Co-operation Command had
been shown to be effective and was relatively easy for those involved in
deploying it to master after a brief but intensive period of training. It was
still to be seen, however, whether it could work when deployed on a larger
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scale, as the Director of Bomber Operations, Air Commodore J. W. Baker,
commented: ‘It remains ... to test the army air support organisation as a
whole, and for this purpose it will be necessary for a number of 2 Group
Stations to be exercised simultancously’.%°

The problems of organising training exercises with the medium bomber
squadrons of Bomber Command was fully demonstrated when an exercise
scheduled for March had to be cancelled due to the aircraft being required
for raids over Germany. This was not, however, the only factor in the rise
in tensions between the Air and General Stafts. The principal object of this
training was ‘to perfect the organisation for the provision of air support,
including the method of control” and ‘To train the RAF in army support,
and incidentally the army in the widest use of this support’.8! The pre-
liminary training exercises were designed in such a way as to provide basic
information regarding ‘the amount of ground training required, gauge the
type and extent of the exercises which were subsequently to be conducted
by the other stations in No. 2 Group and [further] study the organisation
for army air support in general’.3> The developing strategic outlook and
the time required to develop as robust an air support system as possible
would be a major factors affecting when any British expeditionary force
could return to the continent. In actual fact, the strategic outlook would
now be fundamentally dictated by events on the Eastern Front after the
German invasion of the Soviet Union in the summer of 1941, actions in
North Africa and US reaction to the Japanese attack on its fleet at Pearl
Harbor.

Further training exercises would also be planned, directed and con-
trolled by Barratt with the staff at Army Co-operation Command.3?
Barratt was given a further deadline of 1 September to have completed
the training of No. 2 Group. This would be no easy task to accomplish
with the conflicting priorities for the group and Barratt’s position and
status within the RAF as a whole. The officer who was given responsibility
for devising the system of training was Barratt’s representative at Home
Forces, Oxborrow and he ‘fostered’ the Command there. Oxborrow also
negotiated ‘between 2 Group and the Corps with which it was successfully
trained and ... superintended the formation of the CSBCs’. Oxborrow
must take the credit for the continued development of the CSBC concept
originally devised by Wann and Woodall.®*

The training so far conducted by No. 2 Group was seen by the Air Staff
as ‘an unqualified success’, despite the issues that had and would continue
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to plague it.*® They also felt that the preconceptions the War Office had
regarding the RAF’s ability to provide air support had been dispelled:

The army have always doubted the ability of bomber squadrons, firstly to
find battlefield targets, and secondly to get off the ground quickly. Last
week’s exercises have certainly proved these doubts to be unfounded.®

The summer of 1941 saw the first large-scale army co-operation exer-
cise involving squadrons of No. 2 Group. Before the exercise was con-
ducted, however, there were some slight modifications made to the
original Wann-Woodall system. The use and development of the CSBCs
had stalled due to confusion over the terminology that was used by the
air and ground staff within them, leading to a real lack of efficiency. The
War Office felt that the role and remit of the CSBC should be extended to
include the ability to ‘operate offensive action by both fighter reconnais-
sance squadrons and bomber reconnaissance squadrons when these are
employed in the attack of targets on the ground in Army Air Support.’®”
The confusion over terminology affected this aspect of the CSBC’s work,
and stemmed from the use of the terms ‘close’ and ‘direct’ support, ‘as
no clear line of demarcation [between the two terms] is possible’.3¥ In
Barratt’s eyes, part of the problem was due to the bombing tasks that the
CSBC was meant to help aircraft undertake. It again demonstrated the
army’s inability to consider that the CSBC might be a force multiplier at
the operational level of war—they simply saw it operating at the tactical
level. There was a great deal of

misconstruing [of the term] close support [which is] far too narrow, and in
regarding the CSBC as exclusively the instrument for arranging the attack
of targets pointed out by forward formations, and not as it should be, the
advanced headquarters of the Royal Air Force formation providing intimate
support for the land battle.%

In an attempt to resolve the problems caused by the terminology,
Brooke suggested that a simplification of terms was the best way to resolve
the difficulties. He felt that the terms causing the confusion ‘should be
abolished and that all bombing carried out by aircraft under the con-
trol of army authorities should be known by one name such as “Army
Support”.?° Whilst the air support resources would never come under the
army’s control, it was agreed that the terms caused unnecessary confu-
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sion and so they were abolished. The CSBC was also renamed to reflect
this change in terminology and became the Army Air Support Control
(AASC).*! The function of the AASC remained unchanged.

The Air and General Staffs expected the majority of large-scale train-
ing in army co-operation to take place in September and October 1941,
and Exercise Bumper was the largest of the year. In terms of the air aspect
of the exercise, it was intended to use Bumper to ‘study the employ-
ment of aircraft in army air support of large formations in offensive
operations’, as well as the ‘employment of army co-operation squadrons
in their reconnaissance role when working with Corps and Armoured
Divisions’.??

Bumper also gave the RAF the opportunity to deploy the AASC in
circumstances that resembled active operations as far as was possible and
the two deployed units utilised different communications systems. No.
1 AASC was allotted to Southern Army, who played the role of British
forces, and placed rear links at the aerodromes of the formations that were
to provide the support for their ground forces. No. 2 AASC was allotted
to forces tasked as the German IV Army and as with No. 1 ASSC placed
rear links to the aerodromes but also added another communications link
between the headquarters of No. 2 Bomber Group, to allow it to remain
in contact with its acrodromes.”?

The exercise was also used as a chance to retest one of the ideas that had
originally been discarded during the Wann-Woodall experiments, as it was
now feasible to allot support aircraft to ground formations. The idea had
received theoretical approval from Wann and Woodall but could not be
tested at the time as the RAF did not have the resources available. Barratt’s
report on the air aspect of the exercise demonstrates how this might func-
tion during active operations as it is similar to

the control of any other supporting arm. Squadrons are each equipped with
their own ‘means’ and are allotted in support of forward formations in the
same way as long range artillery might be allotted. The ‘means’ transmits
the forward command’s demands direct to the squadron. The army com-
mand and RAF command can re-allot squadrons, allot the reserves, to for-
mations using the normal communications.”*

Barratt weighed up the advantages and disadvantages of allotting squad-
rons to ground formations based on the experience of Bumper and the
opinions put forward by Wann and Woodall, and came to the conclusion
that it was the quickest available and the simplest in terms of set-up. It also
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allowed training to be simplified. Further advantage would be gained as
the local commander would know what forces were currently available to
provide support and the pilots would be more knowledgeable about their
specific area of operations.”®

Given an extended period of working and resting together a better
relationship would be developed between the airmen and ground forces,
as had happened with the artillery observation pilots and artillery batteries
in the First World War. This would increase the efficiency of the air sup-
port system as pilots would have greater empathy for the forces they were
supporting. The exercise also provided confirmation of the basic ideas that
had emerged to conduct air support and provided avenues for further tri-
als and training, particularly with regard to the efficiency of the AASC:

The broad principles on which we have been working have survived the tests
of training to which they have been submitted remarkably well. For further
progress we need two things—aircraft of the right type in the requisite num-
bers, and available for the tasks of army air support as a first priority—and
secondly, experience in actual operations.”®

The report on the AASC was written by the War Office and not the Air
Ministry and highlighted another issue that continued to sour relations
between the two organisations for the majority of the Second World War:
the allocation, design and delivery of aircraft, from Britain and the US, to
fulfil and expand the RAF’s ground support capacity in Britain. The COS
Committee were advised of the average timings for aircraft taking off once
the information from the AASC had been received at the aerodrome. For
the No. 2 Group bomber exercise this figure was nine minutes and nine
seconds. In BUMPER it was fifteen minutes.”” These times were a vast
improvement over those seen during the Battle of France, and even the
Wann-Woodall experiments, even if it was not under active operational
conditions.

Bumper had also further clarified the role of the AASC when it was
deployed during operations. It was ‘to act as a clearing-house for calls
for air support initiated by forward army elements’ and ‘to despatch air
support sorties against targets selected as a result of information received
from tactical reconnaissance and other sources of intelligence available at
army headquarters’.”® The issue of the amount of AASC’s that would need
to be deployed when large ground formations were in contact with the
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enemy and at what level of command the decisions should be made, was
also resolved during Bumper:

The scale of one AASC per army means that the control will normally be
held at army headquarters until such a time as the army commander is in
possession of information sufficient to enable him to decide with which of
his lower formations he intends to strike the decisive blow.”

Whilst Bumper had been a resounding success for the furthering of army
co-operation in Britain, it did cause tensions between the Prime Minister
and the Air Ministry over the extended period that the squadrons of
No. 2 Group would be unable to conduct active strategic level opera-
tions, despite their removal from the role receiving the agreement of the
COS Committee. Churchill was anxious that the fight should be carried
to Germany in any way and as hard as possible. That No. 2 Group had
been prevented from being involved in these operations was of great
concern. These tensions increased as bad weather prevented the con-
duct of major operations against Germany after the Group’s return from
Bumper.!%

Alongside the development of army co-operation training, much work
was also done to prepare the RAF and army to operate in anti-invasion
operations. The communications and tactics that were to be used in this
worst-case scenario increased the tensions between the Air Ministry and
the War Office despite the best efforts of Army Co-operation Command
to improve them. Army Co-operation Command’s role in anti-invasion
planning, due to its non-operational status, had little to offer outside
the realm of ideas and experimentation and it was sidelined in terms of
resources and influence. Despite this, it was still important as an organisa-
tion—it had a role within the wider RAF Command network and demon-
strated the innovations that were occurring in other departments. Army
Co-operation Command was also consulted on some of the ideas that
were being put forward to support the army. In developing anti-invasion
plans both services were more willing to work together through Army
Co-operation Command to find common solutions and also to dedicate
sufficient resources as the survival of the nation was at stake:

There can ... be no possible conflict of aims between the army and the
air force and the army will be fully and directly served by all classes of air-
craft. It will in fact, be supported by the whole of the Bomber and Fighter
Commands.'"!
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The RAF were at pains to highlight that in the case of a national emer-
gency, such as defeating a successful invasion, there would be no need for
specialist army co-operation squadrons to support the army as any and all
resources would be deployed in a support role. Even in this, however, they
still kept to their doctrinal thinking, arguing that as the army could only
be involved in either defensive or counter-attack operations in such a situa-
tion, the best way to support them would be an interdiction role, meaning
‘the prevention of the arrival of enemy reinforcements and not the direct
attack of his forward troops’.!?? Goddard went even further when giving

the RAF’s opinion of the best use of air resources in this context:

The Air Ministry is strongly of the opinion that, in the event of invasion, the
opportunities for direct support by bombers will be so great and advanta-
geous that it is likely to be uneconomical to employ bomber squadrons in
close support.'®? [emphasis in original |

It is highly unlikely that in the event of a successful invasion by German
forces that the RAF would not have given all forms of air support to the
army in order to repel it, but it does highlight that in doctrinal terms,
the thinking of the RAF had advanced little since the Battle of France.
The commander of No. 71 Group, Army Co-operation Command, com-
menting on a memorandum on bomber support for the army stated that
‘in the event of invasion all bomber aircraft shall remain under the control
of C-in-C Bomber Command’. The War Office agreed that this was the
most sensible place for bomber resources to be controlled from but still
had misgivings over how they were to be controlled: Any ‘success was
dependent upon the maintenance of landline communications’ and “The
average time factor involved will not allow the reasonable possibility of
effective attack on close support targets, and in fact is such as to reduce all
air bombardment to direct support.’!® Whilst the Wann—-Woodall experi-
ments had decreased lead times for impromptu air support, the system
was not robust enough nor very widespread within the RAF for it to have
a major impact and so both services would be reliant on the ideas used in
France to provide air cover.

Barratt’s opinion on the anti-invasion measures being prepared was
sought only the once and concerned what the army’s requirements would
be in this event. He believed that ‘given an adequate scale of army co-
operation squadrons, the fighter and bomber requirements of the army
should be capable of being met ... by Fighter and Bomber Commands’. For
Bomber Command to be able to fulfil these requirements Barratt suggested
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‘that it will be necessary [for] detailed arrangements for both direct and
close support to be put into operation in the event of the enemy securing
penetration into this country’.!% There is no evidence to show if this was
done and the situation where it would have to be employed never emerged.

As has been demonstrated by the fact that the RAF had to move
squadrons from Bomber Command for army co-operation exercises on
a temporary basis, they were ill-equipped for this role and the War Office
pushed hard for the aircraft of Army Co-operation Command to be
upgraded, and also for the development of a specialist dive-bomber. The
RAF believed, correctly, that this increased attention on dive-bombers was
the result of a fundamental misreading of the Battle of France and the
impact of German air power.!% At this time the Air Ministry was only
willing to concede that resources had not been dedicated to air support
in the past.!” Army Co-operation Command was in an almost impossible
situation regarding resources—given the problems that still existed within
the British aircraft industry, the difficulties of receiving regular supplies of
aircraft from America, its non-operational status, and the standing of army
co-operation in general within the RAF in Britain, Army Co-operation
Command would always be at the bottom of the list for equipment.'
Despite these pressures and the strategic outlook (operations on the conti-
nent could not yet be considered feasible due to the pressure being exerted
by the Kriegsmarine on British shipping), it was agreed to re-equip Army
Co-operation Command with either Brewster or Vultee aircraft, both of
American design.

However, Army Co-operation Command was to be disappointed once
again, as shown by a letter Barratt wrote to the Deputy Director of Plans
at the Air Ministry, ACM Sir Ronald Ivelaw-Chapman:

In the view of the shortage of pilots and the necessity for concentrating on
all economies possible to permit the expansion of the bomber effort, I am
aware that it is now not possible to carry out the expansion of army co-
operation squadrons by the forecasted date, that is to say, May.!®

Bomber Command was, rightly, the most important part of the RAF
at this time and so demanded ever increasing resources at the expense
of Army Co-operation Command who would have to make do with the
scraps that were left over. It is difficult to see how this situation could
have been resolved any differently to allow Army Co-operation Command
greater access to resources. It is doubtful, however, that even if these addi-
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tional resources had been available that they would, in fact, have been used
to re-equip Army Co-operation Command. The situation was not helped
by demands from the War Office that were unrealistic in both the amount
of aircraft they felt was needed and the timeframe for them to be built
and available for operations.!? To their credit, and despite the produc-
tion difficulties still plaguing the industry, the RAF had committed to and
provided eleven medium bomber squadrons specifically for use in a close
support capacity by February 1941.1"! It is not clear it these were newly
built aircraft or machines that were not required by other squadrons. As
a non-operational Command, Army Co-operation Command would not
actually have seen these aircraft (they would have been registered as part
of the Army Co-operation Command structure within Home Forces) and
would only advise on how they could best fulfil their designated role.

Eden was particularly satisfied simply to have persuaded the Air Ministry
to create an extra eleven medium bomber squadrons for close support.!1?
His reasons for seeing this as a small but important victory were expressed
in a letter written to Sinclair: ‘It is particularly satisfactory to me to find
that the Air Staff agree to the necessity of providing close support aircraft
for the army.”!® A statement such as this from Eden demonstrates just
how deeply the experience of defeat in France had affected the army in
Britain as a whole—and that partly to shirk their own responsibility they
continued to blame the RAF.

The General Staff’s proposals for an air support force capable of pro-
viding support to ground forces in the field was a minimum of fifty-four
squadrons. They believed, as was almost inevitable with the directive that
had been issued to Barratt when he took charge of Army Co-operation
Command, that these squadrons ‘should be allotted to Army Co-operation
Command and trained primarily for army support work’.!'* Fearing that
this was yet another attempt by the army to create a de facto army air
arm by the back door, the Air Staff argued that if these squadrons were
to be created and placed within Army Co-operation Command, the
fifty-four squadrons would be ‘much less efficient as fighters and bomb-
ers (which would doubtless be their actual role in conjunction with land
forces) than they would be if their primary role was in Fighter and Bomber
Commands’.!* They further claimed that, were these squadrons allotted
to Army Co-operation Command for training, their time would ‘be taken
up in learning tactical reconnaissance detail not essential to close bomber
and fighter support’.11¢ It is difficult to see the Air Staff’s case, particularly
in the second part of their objections. The squadrons would, rightly, have
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to undergo a brief period of tactical reconnaissance training in order to
enhance their role when providing close support but the focus of the train-
ing need not have necessarily been on this area and could have been centred
on close support. A man with Barratt’s command, leadership and adminis-
trative experience, could have ensured this was the case. It is also difficult
to see just how being in Army Co-operation Command would have made
these squadrons any less efficient than if they were in Bomber and Fighter
Commands. These objections again lead to the conclusion that the Air Staff
saw Army Co-operation Command as a necessary evil, but one that could
not be allowed to expand too far or to gain too much power or influence.
The Air Staft also employed the oft-used argument that their ability to
prosecute the strategic air offensive would be weakened if this proposal was
implemented.!”

In order to prevent relations falling to an even lower level, the Air Staff
countered the General Staft’s fifty-four squadron proposal with one of
their own. This proposal was that six new squadrons should be created
from scratch and allotted to the army, through Home Forces, ‘for tactical
bomber and fighter reconnaissance roles’. This would bring the number of
army co-operation squadrons in Britain up to a total of twenty.!!8 In addi-
tion to this, twenty-four squadrons currently within Bomber and Fighter
Commands were also to be trained in army co-operation in the widest
sense, ‘to provide bomber and low attack support in the battlefield areas’.
With the difficulties already being experienced in trying to train No. 2
Group in army co-operation, it is difficult to see how these extra squad-
rons could be trained in a manner that would satisfy both parties.

The War Office’s expectations of Army Co-operation Command were
crushed with these proposals.!?® It became clear that Army Co-operation
Command had only been created as a tactical measure to relieve some of
the pressure the RAF had faced in the aftermath of the Battle of France
and the Bartholomew Report. Army Co-operation Command’s real power
and ability to effect change had been seriously curtailed by the Air Ministry
from the outset but this did not become clear to the War Office until now.
It was moves such as this by the Air Staff, combined with the years of
stalling that led Brooke to claim, “The situation is hopeless and I see no
solution besides the provision of an army air arm.’*?° The new aircraft that
were to form the six army co-operation squadrons, whether placed within
Army Co-operation Command or Bomber and Fighter Commands, were
another source of tension, this time not just between the Air Ministry and
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War Office, but also between the British and Americans regarding deliver-
ies of aircraft.'?!

During 1941, Army Co-operation Command was in the process of
replacing their obsolete Lysanders with Tomahawks from the United
States.!?? The army felt that, as this had already been discussed in February,
the decisions reached bore ‘little relation to the fact, because no satisfactory
steps have been taken to implement the agreed policy’. The actions of
the RAF in re-equipping Army Co-operation Command had, for the War
Office at least, been too little too late and done at too slow a pace. Paget
went further in his criticism and the effect it had. ‘I am convinced that far
from progressing, co-operation between the army and RAF has slipped
back seriously during this period ... There has been no mention of the
provision of the suitable close support bomber, which was stated as under
consideration last December.”!?® Paget’s views were not a direct criticism
of Army Co-operation Command or the work that it had so far done but
reflected an increasing frustration felt within the War Office that the RAF
were still not taking the development of tactical air power as seriously as
the War Office felt it should have been.

Delays in replacing the Lysander, first with Blenheims and then with
Tomahawks, was due to aircraft supply problems, specifically the Baltimore,
which had been ordered from the United States. Until these arrived to
re-equip other squadrons the Blenheims could not be released for army
co-operation tasks. There were also serious delays with the Tomahawk.
The Air Staff believed that there was no need to produce a specialist dive-
bomber aircraft as most of the specification could be ‘closely met by various
types in existence, though not necessarily in production’.’** There was also
disagreement about how aircraft should be allotted when used in a close
support role. The War Office believed that there should be three squad-
rons per Corps and three per armoured division. Half of these aircraft were
to be fighter reconnaissance and the other half bomber reconnaissance air-
craft.!?® They also felt that army air support squadrons should form

an air component which should be an integral part of the corps of the army
to which it was allotted. They must be specially trained and the machinery
for their control must be organised and trained with the squadrons.!2¢

This again demonstrates that the army had not considered the opera-
tional level implications of a force organised in this way and were still
viewing the problem of air support from the tactical level. Such a force
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organised in this way would be limited in the effect it could have at the
operational level as its focus would be on the basic tactical problems faced
by the army in the field. Considering the size of the RAF in 1941, the War
Office demand for fifty-four squadrons was wildly optimistic and this was
part of the reasoning put forward by the RAF when dismissing the army’s
ideas. At this time, the RAF also regained its confidence and felt able to
stand up to the army’s demands. Portal stated that

The Army Air requirements set out in COS (41) 89 (0) call for the allot-
ment of an air component and specialised types of aircraft amounting to
a total of 3,888 aircraft. This total should be compared with our current
first-line strength of the RAF which is 3,585 and the total of 5,623 which
was our expansion figure for the Spring of 1942. If these requirements were
to be met in the form in which they have been stated it could only be at the
expense of the bomber and fighter expansion. The general effect of meeting
these requirements out of the contemplated Air Force programme would be
a reduction of 36 long-range fighter squadrons, 12 light bomber squadrons,
37 medium bomber squadrons and 130 heavy bomber squadrons.'?”

It cannot be denied that the army exaggerated their requirements for
air support during 1941. If they had received all the squadrons they had
requested more problems would have been created rather than solved as
it would not have been possible for either the army or Army Co-operation
Command to make full use of them. Through exaggerating their require-
ments, the army was hoping to have a fraction of their request fulfilled.
Production problems meant that the RAF would not have been able to
meet these overblown requirements. Even if this had been possible, the
RAF’s overall attitude towards army co-operation meant that a minimum
number of army co-operation squadrons would have been agreed to in
order to appear to be taking the development of army co-operation as
seriously as the army believed was necessary.

The army continued to push for as large an air component as possible
to act as a de facto army air arm. The RAF continued to refute these claims
and in October outlined the following reasons why:

At a time when the air offensive is a vital factor in our plans the Air Staff
believe it to be wrong in principle that a substantial part of our air resources
should be placed in a role where training is wholly subordinate to fighting.
The Air Staff agree that a high standard of training is necessary. No difficulty
arises about such training with the army co-operation squadrons which are
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permanently allotted to the army. But the balance of fighter and bomber
squadrons required for army support must in their view be provided from
RAF formations and not be permanently allotted to the army ... the Air
Staff proposals on the question of army support squadrons are as follows:—
Twenty squadrons of army co-operation aircraft will be formed and placed
in Army Co-operation Command at the disposal of the army.!?®

Whilst the number of squadrons had not increased, the decision to place
them within Army Co-operation Command is of interest—still keeping
to the principle that air resources should be centralised and under the
command of an RAF officer, the army would now have greater access
to this force than they had previously. The proposal to form these new
squadrons in Army Co-operation Command would be a source of heated
discussion and argument in 1942.

The state of army co-operation in Britain and in the Western Desert
was particularly poor at the end of 1941. Relations between senior com-
manders had, if anything deteriorated further during the year and there
was little sign of improvement. Army Co-operation Command was still
waiting to be re-equipped, and discussions on the best way to achieve
this would continue well into 1942. Army Co-operation Command was,
however, to find itself sidelined to an even greater extent in the calls for
resources and the ability to develop ideas beyond the experimental stage.
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CHAPTER 5

The Beginning of the End of Army
Co-operation Command, 1942

The very existence of Army Co-operation Command was at the heart of
the debate over the structure of air support between the Air and General
Staffs. In 1942 the Air Staff proposed the air support organisation that
they had wanted to create since 1940. That they had not done so then
was due to the interservice political pressure they faced after the Battle
of France. The debates between the two services in 1942 provided the
Air Staff with an ideal opportunity to create an air support structure out-
side of Army Co-operation Command and make its future role almost
redundant. Despite the arguments of the General Staff, and Brooke in
particular, there was never any real thought given to upgrading Army
Co-operation Command to operational status and instead the Air Staff
looked to Fighter Command for the future operational development of
air support in Britain.

Part of the reason for this, aside from the Air Staff’s general feelings
towards Army Co-operation Command and the risks involved in upgrad-
ing it, was that Fighter Command allowed air support to have an effect
at the operational as well as tactical level of war, something that some
members of the General Staff were beginning to understand. That is
not to say that Army Co-operation Command did not have an influence
on army co-operation development during this year. Further develop-
ment of the Air OP took place in 1942 as well as additional exercises
highlighting the impact of tactical air power at the operational level.
The focus of all services in 1942 turned to the invasion of the continent
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after it had been agreed between America and Britain that the defeat
of Germany should take priority over the defeat of Japan in the Pacific.
The tide was turning against the Germans in the Battle of the Atlantic and
North Africa and fighting on the Eastern Front was proving to be a vast
drain on their resources. These events made the Allies more confident of
launching European operations in the medium term and the RAF began
to look at how best land forces could be supported from the air. With this
renewed focus on Europe and the work undertaken in the Western Desert
it was becoming increasingly clear that the mono-command role in Britain
could not provide the necessary support. This change of direction com-
bined with the developments emerging from the Western Desert made
Army Co-operation Command’s existence increasingly untenable.

The status of Army Co-operation Command within the RAF fell even
further after discussions between the RAF and army were held to decide
where twenty newly created squadrons were to be placed. The original deci-
sion, made by Brooke, was for these to be placed with Army Co-operation
Command and not Fighter Command as suggested by the Air Staft. This
decision was, however, reversed by Portal causing great consternation
within parts of the War Office. The establishment of army co-operation
squadrons within the Fighter Command framework was a significant addi-
tional responsibility to its air defence role for which it had originally been
established. Poor relations between Army Co-operation Command and
the army continued throughout 1942. Despite the deterioration of No.
2 (Bomber) Group throughout 1941, discussions regarding its continued
training in air support and its overall composition continued.

With the RAF establishing its own forces for conducting army sup-
port operations, Army Co-operation Command’s status within the
wider RAF framework was again clearly demonstrated and, with hind-
sight, its creation in 1940 might be questioned as superfluous—Army
Co-operation Command was simply a stopgap solution to the situation
the RAF found itself in after the Battle of France. The Air Staff never
regarded Army Co-operation Command as a part of the operational force
that would accompany and support the army across the Channel—it was
created in a rush and at the behest of the Army. This chapter will high-
light how far the thinking of the two services over the application and
impact of tactical air power still differed wildly. To the Air Staff, Army
Co-operation Command was a placebo with which to placate the War
Office. To support these arguments Barratt’s visit to the Middle East, the
events taking place there in 1942 and the discussions held between the
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Air and General Staffs over the organisation of air support formations
will be discussed in depth. This will include the rise of Fighter Command
due to its superior signals organisation and operational experience.
The reports written by the SASO at GHQ Home Forces, Air Commodore
Henry Thorold, and Slessor about the most effective and efficient method
for providing air support will also be analysed.

One of the major areas where the thinking of the services differed was
just where army co-operation forces should be placed within the RAF. The
discussions that took place between the two demonstrate just how diver-
gent this thinking was and also that the War Office had still not under-
stood how to fight at the operational level of war. To the War Office the
most sensible place for these forces was in Army Co-operation Command;
for the Air Ministry, it was Fighter Command. A series of discussions
between Portal and Brooke took place on this issue, without the involve-
ment of Barratt or any of Army Co-operation Command’s staft officers. At
the same time, ongoing experimentation and development of air support
was underway in the Western Desert, but it is difficult to see just how far,
if at all, these operations may have influenced the discussions—the dif-
fering strategic conditions of both theatres make this influence unlikely.
Victory in the Western Desert was vital to maintain communications with
the Empire and also as a base for operations against Sicily and Italy. All
aircraft in the Western Desert could, in an emergency, be used to support
ground forces in either an offensive or defensive capacity and so made any
discussion of composite air support groups there redundant.! This was
not the case in Britain due to the RAF’s mono-role command structure.
Tacit agreement between the RAF and army on the issue of the composite
groups and their placement within the RAF was only reached through the
intervention of Churchill.

The non-operational status of Army Co-operation Command was also
subject to wide-ranging discussions. There were further calls for it to be
re-equipped, which would have transformed it into a fully operational
Command. These calls were once again rejected by the Air Staff and added
further weight to the argument that Army Co-operation Command was
not essential to future RAF plans. Despite the changes that were being dis-
cussed and implemented at the command level above it, the work of Army
Co-operation Command continued. One significant aspect of this was a
visit by Barratt to the Middle East theatre during active operations against
the enemy. This visit allowed Barratt to gain a greater insight into the
application of army co-operation based upon the operational experience,
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in isolation from Army Co-operation Command but based on the ideas
that had been developed by them after the Battle of France.? Barratt’s
visit highlighted the fact that the problems faced by the RAF in both
theatres regarding air support were still not fully resolved. The raid on
Dieppe does not form a part of this book as, despite the use of some Army
Co-operation Command squadrons in the operation, its impact did little
to affect the work done in 19422

The British forces in the Western Desert launched Operation Crusader
in 1941/2 in order to relieve the German siege of Tobruk and prevent
any further advance by Rommel’s forces. During this operation a new
air support system based on integrated planning was first trialled—devel-
oped after Battleaxe, it demonstrated the importance of air superiority
and the co-location of headquarters.* The latter was an idea that can be
traced back to the interwar army co-operation exercises in Britain, and in
the experiments conducted by Wann and Woodall. Crusader also saw the
implementation of a new piece of military hardware unavailable to Army
Co-operation Command: the fighter-bomber.

However, several problems were encountered during Crusader. The
fluid nature of the battle meant that there was confusion about the loca-
tion of friendly and enemy forces and communication problems abounded.
The air power historian Richard Hallion has noted that ‘the average
time for requests for air support to the actual attack on enemy forces in
response to the call was between 2% and 3 hours’ [ emphasis in original].>
This was longer than the response time during the Battle of France. The
problems encountered during Crusader were expected with the use of a
new and unfamiliar system and many of the issues encountered ‘could be
solved easily enough ... with minor adjustments and further joint ser-
vice practice’. It also highlighted deficiencies in British armoured tactics
that added to the problems faced by the WDAF.S In order to resolve the
problems that had been encountered providing air support, Army Support
Controls (ASC), the WDAF’s version of the CSBC/AASC C2 system
was centralised under Coningham at the Combined Army/Air Battle
Headquarters. In the system employed during Crusader, ground troops
sent requests to Corps headquarters which were then passed to ASC. This
link was removed and forward formations passed their requests directly to
ASC headquarters, bringing the system into line with the Wann-Woodall
concept. Communications between ground and air forces were improved
based on ideas that had been used to enhance air support in the Empire.
During daylight, ‘landmarks took the form of bold letter of the alphabet
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(20 yards in length), and by night lighted petrol cans (a large inverted V
sign with sides 100 yards long) pointed directly towards the enemy’.”

Barratt visited the Middle East during the summer of 1942, and was
able to observe the application of air support during the first three days
of the Battle of Alam el Halfa.® The purpose of this visit was, over the
course of two weeks, to view in detail the air support system in use in
that theatre and to identify what could be brought back to enhance the
air support capabilities of Army Co-operation Command and, given the
precarious position of Army Co-operation Command at this time due to
the discussions over the placement of composite groups, the RAF as a
whole. During his visit, Barratt was able to observe the system under oper-
ational conditions and his report is enlightening insofar as it highlighted
the developments that had been made to the original system, but also how
effective the doctrinal ideas laid out during the interwar period were when
fully embraced and implemented.” Alam el Halfa was, for the British, a
defensive battle, and ‘Rommel’s last attempt to conquer Egypt’.!® The
growing importance of the Eastern Front as well as the German failure
to occupy Malta in the previous year meant that the Middle East was
becoming a neglected theatre for the Webrmacht. Rommel was receiving
fewer and fewer supplies from Germany—if this operation around Alam el
Halfa failed, the German forces in North Africa would find their position
increasingly untenable.

That Alam el Halfa was a defensive rather than an offensive battle for
the British forces made the application of air support a relatively easier
task to accomplish. In order to conduct air support in an offensive battle,
a communications system would be required that was both efficient and
flexible enough to meet the demands of the ground forces. These devel-
opments in the Middle East and North Africa would not have been pos-
sible without the training given to No. 2 AASC by Army Co-operation
Command before its deployment with the WDAF. Gooderson has high-
lighted that No. 2 AASC had been trained in the Wann-Woodall system
and was then involved in operations in the Middle East in 1942. This state-
ment is unsupported in the text, but further evidence of this deployment is
provided by Shelford Bidwell and Dominick Graham’s work on the British
Army and the development of theories of warfare. In this work, the authors
cite an unpublished history of No. 2 AASC entitled Notes from the Theatres
of War, No. 1 written by Major General J. M. McNeil, who had given the
authors access to his papers. Carrington has furthered this argument in an
article published in JRUSI where he states, ‘When the first ASSUs were
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sent from AC Command, they were at first fitted into the Desert Air Force
system, but the Barratt—-Woodall-Oxborrow system prevailed.’!!

Barratt highlighted that, ‘In order to obtain the closest co-ordination
of both Military and Air Plans the Air Officer Commanding, Western
Desert, and General Officer Commanding 8th Army are located in the
same camp.’'? This was, as has already been noted, a basic and often
repeated aspect of the many interwar exercise reports.'® Barratt also high-
lighted problems with the siting of advanced headquarters that had been
resolved through operational experience. These advanced headquarters
were based upon the CSBCs first designed through the Wann-Woodall
experiments in 1940. Barratt stated,

In order that the Air Officer Commanding Western Desert, can exercise
immediate and direct control over the operations of the Bomber and Fighter
Groups, it is desirable that the location of the Air Headquarters should be
within reasonable distance of forward acrodromes and adjacent to a landing
ground for his own use.'*

There had, however, been advances made on the Wann-Woodall concept:

Experience has shown that it is quite impossible to have a camp in the for-
ward area combining the total staff of both Army and Air Headquarters.
Accordingly, the splitting of Army and Air Headquarters into Advanced and
Air Headquarters, is necessary ... provided direct telephone lines between
Advanced and Rear Headquarters functioned well, few administrative dit-
ficulties have occurred.'®

These developments could only occur through operational experience
and making mistakes in the face of the enemy. Co-operation in the Western
Desert was not limited to the lower levels of command as it was in Britain.
This was something that Barratt would never experience. The operational
experience gained in the Western Desert allowed Tedder and Coningham
to begin to plan for offensive operations against the Germans ‘before the
defensive battle ... had run its course’.’® The offensive operations eventu-
ally culminated in the Second Battle of El Alamein and ended with victory
at Tunis in 1943."7 This air system was fully accepted and implemented by
the Eighth Army.!8

Whilst the idea that the air support system used in the Western Desert
was a creation of that theatre alone is subject to debate within this book,
the fact that it was accepted by the Eighth Army was paramount to the
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development of a workable air support doctrine for future operations in
Europe after 1943. The Allied operations of 1943 that culminated in the
expulsion of Axis forces from the African continent were the first major
operational experience for American forces and they faced a steep learning
curve.'” The RAF looked to the experience and innovations coming from
the Western Desert theatre for assistance in resolving the perennial argu-
ment that had been taking place between the Air Ministry and War Office
since before the Battle of France: who should have operational control of
tactical air support resources. In a response to Barratt’s report, the new
DMC, Air Commodore J. D. I. Hardman, noted:

One of the main points of contention at home is the problem of operational
control of the Army Support squadrons. The soldier says he must have it
because otherwise no target will ever be attacked in time. The airman says
he must have it because he alone knows the air situation and must provide
fighter cover and, if necessary, close escort ... I am convinced that the only
sure solution lies in having joint Headquarters and that it is worth having
these even at the cost of splitting up Headquarters into advanced and rear
echelons at some slight inconvenience and loss of efficiency. If Army and Air
Force Headquarters are not split up they will probably be too big to live and
work together.?’

It seems slightly strange that a lack of efficiency would be cited as a pos-
sible reason for not splitting up headquarters when no such comment was
made by Barratt in his report or had indeed been made those operating
the system in the Western Desert.?!

John Terraine has described the levels of co-operation that were pos-
sible in the Western Desert, away from the bitter interservice arguments
in Britain and in a situation where co-operation was required to stave off
the very real possibility of calamitous defeat. This co-operation came from
the realisation that ‘at certain times and in certain circumstances Army
cooperation would be the function not of “special” aircraft designed and
allocated for the purpose, but of the whole available air power [emphasis
in original]” and that

The most important difference between England and Egypt at this stage was
that [this] principle though perceived in England was not acted upon; in
Egypt, under the stress of war, it was acted upon. But Tedder did not have
to struggle against the rigidities and dogmas of the functional Command
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system; he could use the RAF in the Middle East as a single unit [emphasis
in original].?

In his own words, Barratt was ‘fortunate to be present at Advanced Air
Headquarters during the first three days of ... battle, and I was able to
watch the whole machine in action’.?3 These three days gave Barratt further
insights into how the theoretical system, designed prior to the creation
of Army Co-operation Command and then refined by it, functioned and
allowed him to observe the changes that had been made in the light of
operational experience:

Each evening the General Officer Commanding had a personal meet-
ing with the Air Officer Commanding ... He gave him the clearest pos-
sible appreciation of the situation, the information as he knew it, what he
intended to do himself, and what he expected the enemy to do. The Air
Officer Commanding then said what he could do himself, and a general
air plan was agreed upon. A further conversation took place the following
morning as a result of events, ground and air, during the night.?

The AASC system was also seen to be working well, including when they
were located within the headquarters:

These [the AASC] were reported as being extremely good ... and did not
suffer in any way from being back at Army Headquarters ... The target pro
forma proved its value, if only enforcing [ the] priority of target messages.?®

Upon receiving Barratt’s report, the DMC called into question the
emphasis placed upon the ASSC both by those serving in the Middle East
and as a consequence Barratt. It also questioned the army rationale for
impromptu air support:

1t is evident that much of the support given is deliberately planned the night
before. In other words it is pre-arranged and not dependent upon the AASC
organisation at all. We have always thought this would be so, and all our
information points to the fact the Germans do it the same way. We have
often been unjustly accused of falling a long way short of the Germans in
our system of providing close support. In point of fact what success the
Germans have had has never been attributable to any magical quality in their
system of air communications, but to careful planning before a battle and
the efficient execution of those plans during it [emphasis added].?
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The conclusion of the DMC, whilst correct in identifying the German
method of providing close support to their ground forces, failed to
recognise how the AASC system could in fact enhance the RAF’s air sup-
port capability to a level above that of the Germans and highlights their
general thinking on this issue. The DMC was still far more interested in
defending itself against army opinion in 1940 than developing an effective
air support system in Britain. Barratt was of the opinion that, despite the
success of the AASC in the Western Desert, there was still much that could
be learned to increase their effectiveness:

As much education as possible is required in forward formations in the use
and possibilities of the tentacles. Too many still regard it solely as a means of
receiving air information and do not recognise their responsibility in send-
ing back information vital to the RAF immediately.

In his recommendation for the further development of air support in
Britain Barratt noted,

It is considered that this system [the AASC] for [the] passage of information
is excellent. It has worked under battle conditions and should be instituted
forthwith.

Barratt also argued for changes in procedure for pilots conducting tacti-
cal reconnaissance: ‘It is considered that there is a definite requirement to
make a report in the air, particularly if the information is of an important
character ... so that in the event of their [ the pilot] failing to make a return
the information will not be lost’.?”

With the decisions being taken by the Air and General Staff over the
development of the Army Air Support Group (AASG) (composite air
support groups) leaving the future of Army Co-operation Command in
doubt, it must be questioned how far any lessons that could be taken from
Barratt’s visit could be incorporated. Barratt wanted to continue in the
role he had been assigned—to develop an air support system within Britain
that was based not only on his own Command’s ideas but also those being
developed overseas, particularly the Middle East. In a letter to VCAS, Air
Marshal M. E. H. Medhurst, he argued that

A re-write of ATI [Army Training Instruction] 6 is certainly now neces-
sary in the light of experience gained. I am much impressed by the Middle
East Instruction on the same subject. It started from our own Command



170 M. POWELL

Instruction and has been brought up to date in the Middle East as a result
of actual battle experience. I do not think we in this respect could do better
than to use the Middle East booklet as the basis for the new one.?

Barratt was able to identify where the basic concepts for the air support
system in the Western Desert had originated, and that was from the work
done by Wann and Woodall and Army Co-operation Command.

In an attempt to resolve the shortage of bomber aircraft available for
close support training in Britain, as well as to expand their overall air
support capabilities, the RAF decided to increase the number of aircrews
that would be trained in this role by expanding the aircraft type involved.
One of the major factors that influenced the decision to involve fighter
aircraft in army co-operation training, apart from the good results that
had been seen through their use in the Western Desert, was the change
in strategic outlook in 1942. The Eastern Front, and in particular the
Battle of Stalingrad had been a priority for the Webrmacht and was con-
suming vast quantities of matériel. This meant that the ‘Luftwatfe no
longer showed much interest in contesting the air space over southern
England or northern France unless there was a concurrent threat of RAF
bomber attacks’. The Luftwaffe had an additional call on its resources as
it also had to defend the homeland from RAF attack. Without a new mis-
sion Fighter Command would find it difficult to retain its prestige or the
call on resources it had previously enjoyed.? Experience in the Western
Desert had ‘shown that Fighters with cannon and machine-guns, have a
far greater effect than Bombers’.3® It was agreed by the Air Staff ‘that 15
Fighter Squadrons are to be earmarked for Army support duties and are
to be made available for training and exercises in this role’. As with No. 2
Group in 1941, however, the Air Staff placed caveats on when this train-
ing could be conducted, again suggesting that they were only willing to
do the minimum necessary to prevent a repeat of the situation in 1940:

It is not intended that these 15 squadrons should be detailed exclusively for
Army Support. Operations against enemy aircraft and training for that pur-
pose continue to take precedence before Army support training.3!

In order to facilitate this training, it was decided that No. 257 Squadron
was to be affiliated with ‘a suitable Army formation ... and general liaison
was to take place between them’. The idea behind this was not a new
one—it was to encourage good relations between army and air formations
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and had been very successful during the First World War when Britain’s
air resources were a fundamental part of the army and Royal Navy. No.
257 Squadron was just one of many squadrons involved in this work. It
will be used as an example here as it highlights some interesting ideas that
emerged when fighter squadrons were involved in army support train-
ing. As relations between the troops and airmen improved and reached
an acceptable standard, the squadron was earmarked to take part in army
exercises with its affiliated ground formation. When No. 257 Squadron
had gained a degree of experience working with the army, the lessons
identified would be codified and rolled out on a wider basis so that all
fighter squadrons would be able to conduct air support if required.?? The
initial training was to concentrate on aiding ‘Army formations in destroy-
ing or opposing enemy tanks and mechanised forces, should they effect ...
a penetration in an invasion’.*® This was a move that received great sup-
port from the General Staff and from Brooke in particular:

The power of fighter aircraft in attacking ground targets has been clearly
demonstrated in operations against the enemy ... The object is now to put this
weapon to its most effective use in Army Air Support, and this will be achieved
only by continual practice in handling by Army formation Commanders, by
continual practice, map-reading and recognition of targets by the RAF and by
whole-hearted co-operation on the part of both services [emphasis added].3*

The General Staff were again attempting to gain operational control
over this new form of air support, and were only looking at the tacti-
cal level possibilities for the use of fighter aircraft as they had done in
1941 with No. 2 Group. As the training of No. 257 Squadron devel-
oped throughout the early part of 1942, certain suggestions were made
regarding the different roles that should be played by fighter and bomber
aircraft when engaged in air support: ‘Bombers should be used mainly for
strategical air support, i.e. indirect air support ... Fighters should be used
mainly for tactical air support, i.e. direct air support’. The squadron also
suggested that a standing patrol of fighter aircraft should be continuously
maintained during any major land action. This was a similar suggestion to
that proposed by the War Office after the Battle of France. This had been
dismissed by the Air Staft as not only being wasteful, but also violating one
of the founding principles of air power: the ability to project its strength at
any point across the battlefield. No. 257 Squadron, however, argued that
‘It is thought that there will be no flying wastage by having a standing
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patrol because [the] aircraft [involved] will be in constant demand in that
section of the front that [it] is allotted [to] by the Army Air Support
Control for that particular patrol.”®® RAF thinking had not changed on
the idea of the standing patrol and this suggestion had been put forward
after a period of extended training with the army and it is possible that the
army’s ideas about tactical air power had overly influenced the opinion of
the squadron’s commanding officer.
Trials were held in May to

investigate the quickest and most practicable methods of support for fighter
aircraft to answer calls for support from the Army Air Support Control and
to reduce to a minimum the time lag between the origin of a message at the
forward tentacle and the time of take-off of fighters.3¢

The focus of the trials was on the ‘defensive use of the Army Air Support
Control’.?” Despite the vast change in the strategic situation of the Second
World War as a whole, there was still concern about the possibility of
a German invasion at this time. Certain conclusions reached as a result
of these trials required the modification of existing ideas. Landlines were
to be made available in order to make the fullest possible use Fighter
Command’s communications system ‘to pass demands from the Army
Air Support Control to the Group Headquarters’.®® An Operational
Instruction from Fighter Command which looked at the methods for
providing air support for the army concluded that, ‘Fundamentally, there
will be no difference in the organisation and methods used for this task
whether the operation be invasion of the Continent, operations further
overseas or the defence of this country against invasion.” Those at the head
of Fighter Command stated,

It is not yet decided as to where the responsibility [for air support] shall lie,
as between RAF Commands, for the development of Army Air Support, but
1t is obvious that close touch must be kept between Fighter Command and Army
Co-operation Command on all aspects of this problem ... it is of great impor-
tance thar Fighter Command, whose personnel will eventually take a major
part in Air Operations in support of our armies, should study and train for
the task, and it is my wish that the means of giving this support should be the
subject of constant study by all Commanders of their staffs [emphasis added].%

It is clear from this statement that the AOC-in-C Fighter Command, Air
Marshal Sir Sholto Douglas, was well aware where the future development
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of army co-operation in Britain lay. Of almost equal importance, how-
ever, was that by 1942 the RAF had developed an air support system
that would, in theory at least, be able to provide cover for land forces in
any of the potential operations that the service might be called upon to
undertake. The rise of Fighter Command, and the development of fighter
aircraft in an army support role, was to continue at great pace throughout
1942 with the development of the AASG. The Air Staft looked to Fighter
Command for the further development of tactical air power in Britain
over Army Co-operation Command for several reasons: a large amount of
resources had already been allocated to the service and it was less vulner-
able to calls from the General Staff for diversion of these resources to the
army. Also, with the Luftwaffe no longer contesting airspace over Britain
and northern France as keenly, its squadrons would be able to engage in
greater training compared to those in Bomber Command as there would
less call on them for active operations.

The Air Staff set about investigating the air support structure that
should be instigated to support the army in the field for future operations.
In this respect two separate reports were produced advocating two differ-
ent structures; one proposal was put forward by the SASO at GHQ Home
Forces, Thorold and another by the now Assistant Chief of the Air Staff
(ACAS), Slessor. That air support could be looked at in two divergent
ways demonstrates how much work had been done by Army Co-operation
Command in developing air support thinking within the RAF throughout
its existence. The two ideas put forward differed in one major respect:

the Thorold Plan prescribed a general system of air support without a spe-
cific battle or campaign in mind; Slessor’s paper was a comprehensive and
precise proposal to meet the air requirements of opening a second front in
Europe.*

The ideas contained within the Thorold proposal, and which the Air
Staft actively considered differed little from those that had been used in
previous operations. They agreed with the idea that a certain number
of army co-operation squadrons should be allotted to the army and be
under their operational control to conduct tactical reconnaissance, but
disagreed with the General Staff’s ideas about how many squadrons were
needed to fulfil this role. The Air Staff also agreed with the idea that Army
Co-operation Command’s aircraft capacity should be increased to twenty
squadrons and ‘placed at the disposal of C-in-C Home Forces’. No. 2
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Group was also to be increased in size by twenty squadrons and train more
regularly with the army.*!

The General Staff were enthusiastic about the potential expansion of
Army Co-operation Command, and the resultant increase in their own air
resources under their operational control. There was, however, still a great
deal of disagreement as to where No. 2 Group should be placed after it
had been enlarged. The General Staff felt that placing the Group within
the Metropolitan Air Force, which formed part of Fighter Command,
was a waste of potentially important air support resources and they felt
the best place for these new squadrons was within Army Co-operation
Command. If this happened, it would have two major consequences for
the RAF in Britain that would violate certain fundamental air power prin-
ciples and shift the balance of power in the development of tactical air
power. Firstly, No. 2 Group would be ‘wholly at the disposal of C-in-C
Home Forces’, in addition to the twenty squadrons earmarked for Home
Forces.*? Secondly, and more importantly however, Army Co-operation
Command and, as a result, Home Forces, would have access to opera-
tional squadrons. Army Co-operation Command would then become a
de facto operational command, with the attendant change in status that
would allow it to make greater demands on resources as Bomber, Fighter
and Coastal Commands were able to do—Army Co-operation Command
would have to be taken more seriously by the Air Staff. This was unac-
ceptable to the Air Ministry and they repeated the argument used in
1941 when they dismissed the idea of moving No. 2 Group to Army
Co-operation Command:

The Air Staff view is that the primary role of this Group must be determined
by strategic requirements. Until there is a firm prospect of this Group being
needed this year for air support of land forces on the Continent, the Air Staff
consider that it would not be justifiable to withdraw the Group entirely from
taking part in the air offensive which is the only other means of reducing
pressure on the Russian front.*?

The General Staff felt that moving No. 2 Group to Army Co-operation
Command was in the Group’s best interests due to the poor condition into
which it had fallen in the early part of 1942 .** Whilst it had been agreed in
1941 between the two Stafts that this Group would undertake the major-
ity of army co-operation training in Britain, its use on active operations had
taken its toll and the result of this was that it ‘had practically disintegrated’.
This was ‘due partly to the shortage of aircraft and partly due to casualties
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incurred in attacks on shipping’.*® Due to its lack of influence within the
RAF as a whole, there was little Army Co-operation Command could do
to prevent the Group’s almost near destruction. The Army’s motives in
attempting to gain control of No. 2 Group must be seen from this per-
spective—the hard training in, and aircrew experience of, close support
procedures over the previous twelve months was proving to be pointless as
crews died and aircraft were lost. The Thorold Report recommended an
organisation similar in composition to that of BAFF and was based upon
‘a number of functional commanders of bomber, fighter and army support
groups, all interposed in the chain of command’. The Air Staff felt that this
system would be too cumbersome to meet the varied demands required of
air support in operations on the Continent.*¢

The proposal put forward by Slessor offered a solution that differed to
a great extent to that put forward by Thorold and was firmly rooted in
providing air support for an expeditionary force active on the Continent.
Plans such as this could be made with the entry of the United States into
the Second World War and the defeat of Germany being given priority
over the conquest of Japan. One major reason why Thorold’s and Slessor’s
ideas differed to such an extent was that Thorold had more contact with
Army Co-operation Command and its work than Slessor and so would
have been greatly influenced by its thinking. Slessor’s ideas were based
upon discussions that had been taking place about the creation of com-
posite groups to provide air support. Composite groups would allow the
RAF to retain the inherent flexibility of air power and such a group would
be placed under the higher operational control of an army commander.
The operations of such a force would be directly under the control of an
air force commander working closely with the army commander in line
with the overall military plan and control would be exerted through the
headquarters of an army support wing. In order to allow close support
to be conducted, the AASC formation was to be extended to allow it to
fit into this organisation.*” The General Staft’s motives in attempting to
increase the capacity of Army Co-operation Command reflected their con-
cern to have a force that would be capable of supporting their land forces
in resolving tactical level problems they would face in the field. They were
unable to conceive the operational level benefits that the composite group
could bring. This is clearly demonstrated in their initial reaction to the
Slessor report.

The General Staff were not convinced about the abilities of a compos-
ite group solution to meet what they saw as their air support needs. This
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came as somewhat of a shock to Slessor, who ‘felt some disappointment to
the reaction of the General Staff ... in which I stated plainly my view that
the functional system of command was unsuitable’. Slessor reinforced this,
claiming ‘He [Brooke] cannot, I think, be aware of the well-known fact
that Fighter Command has far more practical experience of the realities
of air support for the Army than has Army Co-operation Command.’*8
This was a hugely damning comment, not just on Army Co-operation
Command and its work, but also on the way in which the RAF had cre-
ated it. It demonstrates the difficult position that Army Co-operation
Command was in as a non-operational Command, and how little it could
thus achieve.

Some sections of the army demonstrated a real change in attitude
towards the composite group. This can be seen in a letter from Paget,
regarding a study week held in November 1942. One day of this study
week was devoted to the organisation that would be required to support
an army in the field. The principle ideas that emerged from the discussions
were that air support forces should be under ‘A unified command under a
single Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief of all air forces allocated to the
support of the field armies in each theatre of operations’. Further to this,
“The RAF organisation within the unified command [was] to comprise a
series of composite RAF Groups, each group containing Fighter, Bomber,
Reconnaissance and Army Air Support Squadrons.” These groups ‘were to
be formed on the basis of providing one Group to each Army in the field’.
The AASC was to be reorganised in order to provide ‘a permanent control
element at Corps Headquarters as well as Army Headquarters’.* Home
Forces was beginning to understand the benefits that could be achieved
through the application of tactical air power at the operational level, and
part of the reason for this were the ideas developed by Army Co-operation
Command and the training they instigated with Home Forces.

The army’s planning for the invasion of the continent had grown to
such an extent that their thinking regarding the location of air support
communications had to be altered to reflect this change. A formation such
as a Corps would be on a scale large enough to fully utilise an army air
support (composite) group. This goes a long way to explaining why it
had not been suggested when discussions about the creation of Army
Co-operation Command were taking place. The proposals put forward
from these discussions ‘received general approval in the course of the dis-
cussion from both the Army and RAF representatives, the latter includ-
ing the C-in-Cs Fighter Command and Army Co-operation Command’.>
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Writing to Hardman, Woodall offered his opinion on the idea that had
been put forward by Home Forces, arguing that it was ‘a good straight-
forward and clear one, but in certain ways it is applicable to a specific
operation rather than to all theatres of war’.’! Woodall added further
weight to his argument through an analysis of the idea of unified com-
mand, the position of the RAF organisation within this and the potential
impact such ideas could have on air support formations, and deserves to
be quoted at length. He argued for an

Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief for all air forces operating in a theatre
of war. This, however, is not the same as a single Air Officer Commanding-
in-Chief of all air forces allocated to the support of the field armies.
For example, Tedder is Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief of the air forces
in the Middle East, but his responsibilities extend far beyond the support
to the field armies. I cannot see in such a theatre a permanent allocation of
air forces to the field armies with a permanent Air Officer Commanding-in-
Chief of such allocated air forces ... GHQ recommends a series of composite
RAF Groups, each Group containing fighter, bomber, reconnaissance and
army air support squadrons. I feel that this is all right and, in fact, most
desirable, for the Groups working with armies, but in any given theatre of
operations it may well be convenient for the Air Officer Commanding-in-
Chief to have under his hand specialist Fighter Groups for the air defence
of the area as a whole. This is, in fact, I think the case in the Middle East,
where the defence of the Nile Delta is entrusted to such a Group. Although
a composite group is ideal for the support of land operations, I do not
think that we should lose sight of the advantage of functional groups for
specialist purposes, nor do I think we can possibly tie down an Air Officer
Commanding-in-Chief as to how the Groups other than with armies are
organised [emphasis in original].>?

Woodall’s suggestions regarding some of the problems that may be
faced by an AOC-in-C commanding composite groups are of interest as
they are from an army officer, but still show a good deal of understand-
ing of how air power could have an impact at the operational level of
war. The suggestion put forward was a combination of both the Thorold
and Slessor reports and would put a unified command system above that
of the composite group organisation. This would result in a system that
was unwiceldy and suffered from the same complex communications prob-
lems that had hampered the work of BAFF in France. That Home Forces
wanted to utilise a system that was based around the composite group sys-
tem under RAF operational control, and not an army air arm, is testament
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to the work done by Army Co-operation Command and the relationship
the two had developed. This relationship was almost non-existent at the
Staft level above Army Co-operation Command and Home Forces. It is
highly possible that there was some degree of disconnect between the
ideas being discussed by the General Staff, despite Paget’s presence there,
and those at Home Forces. The General Staff were also unwilling to give
up on the idea of an army air arm, which had been their aim in this area for
many years and more work was required in the coming years for full trust
to be established at this level.

Barratt had been advised of the Air Staff’s desire to re-equip Army
Co-operation Command in January 1942 with fifty American Mustang air-
craft.>® By the spring, the War Office put forward what they believed to be
their minimum requirements in air support aircraft, which was again over-
exaggerated. Brooke requested sixty fighter reconnaissance squadrons,
thirty light bomber reconnaissance squadrons and twelve Air OP squad-
rons in a memorandum presented to the COS Committee.>* Discussions
between the two staffs on this issue agreed on a figure of twenty new
squadrons for Army Co-operation Command in May and this was to be
completed by September at the latest.® The major development of 1942
that affected Army Co-operation Command was the expansion of AASG,
the entity suggested in the report on air support formations presented by
Thorold in order to reconcile ‘the divergent interests of Bomber, Fighter
and Army Co-operation Commands’.5

Discussions between the Air and General Staffs over the issue of the
AASG highlight the status of Army Co-operation Command within the
wider RAF Command framework and the rise of Fighter Command in
an army support role. The initial idea behind the AASG was ‘to ensure
that when Operation Roundup occurred, the Army would have a force of
Army Air Support squadrons thoroughly trained in that role’.%” The Joint
Planning Staff for Roundup argued that ‘Under the existing set-up there
are too many RAF commands concerned—Fighter, Bomber, Coastal and
Army Co-operation Command’.*® Roundup was the plan to invade France
in the spring of 1943. These plans were eventually dropped in favour of
Operation Torch. A War Office memorandum noted that

the demands for fighters are numerous, demands for bombers are extremely
few. The reason why the demands for bombers are so few is almost certainly
because commanders fully realise that 2 Group is weak and fully employed
on operations.®
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The War Office were of the opinion that RAF commanders still saw the
training of formations in army air support ‘as an additional secondary item
to their primary role ... and they deal with it ... on a compromise basis,
the given factor being that their permanent organisation and their present
roles must not be disturbed’. To attempt to resolve this lack of training,
the War Office resorted to its usual method, albeit this time on a smaller
scale than had previously been suggested: a part of the RAF should be
placed under their operational command. In this case the formation sug-
gested was No. 2 Group. Their reasoning for selecting No. 2 Group was
that ‘there was no reason why the whole Group or part of it should not
be employed on every exercise with the troops’. Under this plan, No. 2
Group was to be redesignated an army air support group and would pro-
vide the army with the distinct advantage of having ‘an RAF organisation
focused entirely on the problems of Army Air Support’.®°

The War Office believed that by gaining control of No. 2 Group,
the following would receive almost immediate attention: ‘the squadron
organisation would be placed on a mobile footing, training would become
standardised on the most suitable lines and there will be a certainty of an
irreducible minimum of Army Air Support on the day of the battle’. This
situation would also increase the morale of the army in conjunction with
planning for future operations by ‘altering the Army’s present hopeless-
ness about Army Air Support and producing a determination to train itself
to make the best possible use of it’.6!

This training would, however, simply focus on the tactical level prob-
lems faced by the army in the field and concentrate on close support rather
than the operational level impact interdiction support could have. The
morale of the army had dropped greatly when preparations were being
made for anti-invasion operations and a return to the continent appeared
doubtful. The War Office also feared that the discussions that had been
held with the Air Ministry would continue with no significant progress
being made if they did not have control of No. 2 Group: ‘In the view of
the difference of opinion between the two services, and our past experi-
ence, one cannot be optimistic of a quick settlement.’®? In this letter from
Paget to Brooke, the fundamental reasons for the differences of opinion
between the two Services are not mentioned. The Joint Planning Staff
recommended that in order for the air support requirements of the army
to be fulfilled, the organisation that existed in Britain required change.
The Staff suggested that an Air Striking Command should be created from
Bomber Command squadrons and that it should operate from Britain.
Further fighter and bomber squadrons would also accompany an inva-
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sion force and would be detailed to support it on the Continent.®* This
potential resolution would not satisfy either party—the army would still
be without a force that was under their operational control and the RAF
would still be too fearful of such a move by the War Office to consider
giving it any real operational responsibility. It would also suffer from the
same communications and organisational difficulties that an upgraded
Army Co-operation Command would face.

Despite these reservations about the creation of such a force, the
COS Committee were anxious ‘to get the principle of the Air Striking
Command going as soon as we can’. The COS felt that, in regard to
combined operations, there was ‘great difficulty ... being experienced in
planning the air side of the Combined Operations, since there is no one
big enough to co-ordinate Bomber, Fighter and Coastal Command’.%*
Army Co-operation Command was not included by the COS Committee
in this reckoning due to its non-operational nature and also the fact that
it possessed a distinct lack of aircraft. Discussions about the possible cre-
ation of an Air Striking Command led to debate about the continued exis-
tence of Army Co-operation Command. Unsurprisingly, given the close
work that had already taken place between them and Army Co-operation
Command, the War Office, and the General Staff in particular, were in
favour of Barratt becoming the AOC-in-C of the air forces that would
be involved in Roundup. The RAF were still of the opinion that Fighter
Command was the correct place for the establishment of any new air sup-
port formation. The AOC-in-C of Fighter Command, Douglas, argued
that ‘the present Fighter Command organisation would be the best basis
for the formation of an air striking force for operations on the Continent
... The Army Co-operation Command would be under the Commander-
in-Chief Expeditionary Force.”*®

The AASG, which would form part of an Air Striking Command, was
to be formed from squadrons who specialised in this work and ‘squad-
rons from the Fighter and Bomber forces of the Air Contingent which
may be detached for the purpose’.®® The AASG idea was encouraged by
the Air Staft, and Portal originally agreed to place this force within Army
Co-operation Command rather than Fighter Command.%” Changes in the
planning for Roundup, caused partly by reservations on the part of the
British about invading the continent in 1943, caused consternation with
regard to the organising of the AASG and moves were made by the Air
Staft to establish such a formation in principle at the very least. However,
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the proposals could not be put into place in practice due a lack of available
forces.® Home Forces were also supportive of the creation of the AASG:

It would seem reasonable ... to press for the immediate formation of the
Army Air Support Group, making it clear that the Group should be regarded
as a training organisation only [and we should emphasise| our readiness to
accept the transfer of the actual squadrons to whatever organisation is jointly
agreed in the long run.®

Paget was hedging his bets as to what formation would be best placed to
support future army operations. The decision to form the AASG within
Army Co-operation Command had been made in May 1942.7°

With the changes being made for the strategic conduct of the war at the
COS level, combined with the practical experience already gained in the
Middle East, the RAF continued to have a good enough reason to delay
making radical alterations to the army air support structures currently in
existence in Britain for the time being. If the discussions between the
political leaders of Britain and the United States settled on a strategy that
did not involve invading Europe through France, the operational exper-
tise was still available and could also be transferred to other theatres. This
allowed the RAF extra room to discuss and debate ideas that were now
being proposed without having to show they were flatly refusing them out
of hand.

This was fully accepted by the army, as the relations between them
and Army Co-operation Command had improved greatly throughout
1941 and continued on this path in 1942. The War Office saw Army
Co-operation Command as the natural home for the AASG. This issue
seemed, to all intents and purposes, to have been settled and Barratt was
asked for a recommendation for the commander of the group when it
was placed within his Command. Barratt’s choice was an SASO who had
served under him in the AASF in France as well as having had staff work
experience in India, Air Commodore T. W. Williams. Barratt furthered his
case, stating that

he was the power behind the throne in 2 Group, and he knows the Army Air
Support business in all its details. The Army likes him, and I know his worth
and I think it is time he had command.”
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Barratt was, however, not to get his man, or indeed control of the
AASG. Williams had been allowed to ‘go to the Far East at Peirse’s special
request’,’? and a month after Barratt’s recommendation for the com-
mander of the new support group, Freeman wrote in a memorandum to

other RAF Commands and the War Office:

You will be aware that it was recently agreed with the War Office to form an
Army Air Support Group in Army Co-operation Command. This decision
is now under review and it is probable that the Army Support Squadrons
will be formed in 11 Group [Fighter Command] which will subsequently be
reorganised to fulfil a dual role of Fighter and Army support in preparation
for certain projected operations.”

It is hard to explain such a major change in policy, particularly in
such a short space of time. Hall has argued that, on this matter at least,
Brooke found himself outmanoeuvred by the War Office and the mat-
ter was eventually settled by Churchill who looked to the WDAF’s air
support organisation for guidance.”* For the majority of the War Office,
Army Co-operation Command had turned into the Cinderella of the
RAF that allowed them to ‘wash their hands of the business [of army sup-
port]’.”> A letter written in the days preceding Freeman’s memorandum
sheds more light on the issue than is currently available in the literature.
In early August, Freeman had written to Douglas stating, ‘For the fur-
ther husbanding of our Spitfire resources, it has been decided that the 5
squadrons which are due to form for the army support role between now
and November should not be created de nove but should be provided by
transfer from Fighter Command.’”® By creating the AASG under Fighter
rather than Army Co-operation Command, the RAF would be able to
prevent the potential creation of an army air arm. It would also allow it
to manage the production of aircraft more easily by transferring resources
already available to a different role than having to wait on the British
aircraft industry to build new machines. The aircraft were readily avail-
able—modification and training programmes were beginning to emerge,
not only from the Middle East but from Army Co-operation Command
as well. All that was required was to organise training exercises for the
pilots within Fighter Command and allow time for it to have the desired
effect. This move would further sideline Army Co-operation Command,
especially after the improvement in relations on the whole between the
two services.
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It was hoped that by expanding the scope of Fighter Command to
include an air support role, squadrons would be able to organise exercises
with greater ease due to their status within the RAF. In many cases, however,
the groundwork had already been laid by Army Co-operation Command
during preliminary exercises in 1941 allowing Fighter Command to build
on this. The only real area where Fighter Command was superior to Army
Co-operation Command, aside from its operational nature, was in its sig-
nals network and organisation. This signals network was static and had
been thoroughly tested and refined in operations during the Battle of
Britain. It also allowed for the control of several squadrons conducting air
support missions.”” Ultimately, it was this signals network that was the key
reason for establishing air support formations within Fighter Command
rather than Army Co-operation Command. It allowed the centralisation
of C2 capabilities to conduct air support at the operational level. This was
something that was not possible given the structure and non-operational
status of Army Co-operation Command and its lack of experience in con-
ducting active operations, all factors relating again to the way in which
Army Co-operation Command had been structured at its formation in
1941.

The postponement of Roundup—partly due to the failure of the joint
British-Canadian landings on the beaches of Dieppe—also had a large
bearing on Fighter Command becoming the home for air support in
Britain. With the delay in operations from Britain, there was now time to
allow a more rounded discussion about the form an air support organisa-
tion should take. It further meant that exercises could now be conducted
to develop the new organisation, as well as to ensure Fighter Command
was fully trained and capable of conducting this role.

In a letter to the Under-Secretary of State for Air, Douglas set out in
more detail the RAF’s arguments for wanting to establish the AASG in
Fighter Command, putting forward the same points in more depth:

it appears to me to be most unwise to form an Army Air Support Group in
Army Co-operation Command comprising two of the existing squadrons
of Fighter Command plus ten new squadrons equipped with fighter air-
craft. By all means let us form these additional ten army support squadrons,
but let them, I suggest, remain in Fighter Command where, in addition to
intensive training in Army Air Support, they can also receive a modicum
of training in fighter duties ... I understand that the main purpose under-
lying the formation of these Army Air Support Squadrons was to ensure
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that, when Operation Roundup occurred, the Army would have a force
of Army Air Support Squadrons thoroughly trained in that role and well-
practised with the troops which they would actually support in a landing
on the Continent ... if these 12 Army Air Support Squadrons are placed
in Army Co-operation Command, they will, it seems, be condemned to
spend almost two years and possibly longer divorced from active operations,
concentrating merely on training with a diminished Home Forces. In these
circumstances the morale of these squadrons is unlikely to be of a high order
when the day of battles come.”®

Douglas was right in his criticisms of Army Co-operation Command
and the possible outcome if the AASG was created within it. What is not
acknowledged, however, is why Army Co-operation Command was in this
position in the first place. It had effectively been neglected since its cre-
ation and the Air Staff wanted to remove it from the RAF framework as
soon as possible. Army Co-operation Command was not as effective as it
could have been, for the most part due to the way in which the Air Staff
had created it, and the discussions over the AASG demonstrate that it had
been created as a stop-gap solution to relieve the pressure that had built
up during and after the Battle of France. Brooke was firmly of the opinion
that the AASG should be created within Army Co-operation Command
as had been originally agreed with Portal, failing to understand how the
AASG could help his forces fight at the operational level. Portal set out
how he and the Air Staff saw the situation and in this context it is worth
quoting his deliberations at length:

The basis [for development] was that when the Army is fighting, the effort
of the whole air force must be primarily directed to ensure the success of the
land operations; and in these conditions the functional organisation of the
air force into Bomber, Fighter and Army Co-operation Commands which ...
has served us well in the past two years when the army at home has not been
engaged, is no longer suitable. On the assumption therefore that the Army
would be concentrating in the South-East of England for an offensive across
the Channel next Spring, my intention was to reorganise No. 11 Group
into a Command comprising 3 composite Groups of Fighter, Bomber and
Army Support squadrons which would correspond to the number of armies
... the re-organisation ... is [now] neither necessary nor appropriate; and in
particular the organisation for army support in the United Kingdom must
primarily cater for training and the development of the technique both in
the air force and the army ... I have undertaken to form 12 Army Support
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Squadrons, and it would be a mistake to postpone their formation until the
Spring ... The point to be decided now is how, in the new conditions these
Army Support squadrons can best organized ... There are two alternatives,
and I propose to leave the choice to you, though I shall advise you which, in
my view, would be the more likely to secure the object we both have in mind
... And to help you decide on your choice I suggest you should have a talk
to Sholto Douglas ... The first alternative is to form the squadrons in Army
Co-operation Command, under an Army Air Support Group as a training
organisation ... The second alternative is to form the squadrons in Fighter
Command, and to appoint to the Staff of Fighter Command an Air Officer,
Air Vice-Marshal to Air Commodore, with a good Brigadier or General Staff
Officer I as assistant ... I personally have no doubts that the second alter-
native would give the best results ... I am convinced it will result in better
training and a more enthusiastic interest in Army Support.””

Portal’s letter to Brooke raises an interesting issue regarding the relative
statuses of Army Co-operation and Fighter Commands. With half of the
staff of Army Co-operation Command consisting of army officers, could
Army Co-operation Command not have been upgraded and reformed to
prevent the army from turning it into an army air arm? Portal was willing
to transform the operational priorities of one Command, whilst neglect-
ing the organisation that was created specifically for army co-operation.
Brooke’s response to Portal’s proposals highlights this issue and his belief
that an operational Army Co-operation Command was the solution to
providing support for the army on the Continent:

I have considered the alternative proposals which you suggest ... and I
prefer that which places the 12 Army Support squadrons under an Army
Air Support Group in the Army Co-operation Command. The Army
Co-operation Command has accumulated considerable experience in mat-
ters connected with the machinery for Army Air Support and it is a com-
mand whose sole responsibility is the study of army requirements with no
other conflicting interests. I am anxious to see development within this
Command the organisation for Air Support not only for training but also for
operations ... I have consistently said that I am anxious that these squadrons
should when formed and properly trained, take part in offensive operations
... The mere fact that squadrons become trained in Army Co-operation
work doesn’t from my point of view, justify their release without replace-
ment ... I assume that we are agreed that the formation of the Army Air
Support Group is but an initial step towards this training of a total of 20
light bomber squadrons and a minimum of 15 fighter squadrons.®
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This decision was made without consulting Douglas, but we can be confi-
dent that the advice he would have given Brooke would not have differed
from that of Portal. It may, however, have been a chance for Douglas to
set out the operational level effects tactical air power could have had when
supporting the army. Douglas further argued that

The Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Army Co-operation Command ...
has done his best to make arrangements for his army co-operation squadrons
to carry out a small amount of active operations with Fighter Command.
While this is all to the good, it is not the same thing for the ordinary pilot as
being a member of an active operational command and engaged frequently
in active operations. For the foregoing reasons therefore I strongly urge that
the 12 Army Air Support squadrons should be formed in Fighter Command
and remain there at any rate until such time as Operation Roundup appears
imminent.®!

The idea put forward by Douglas was a sound one. Pilots would gain
more from being involved in any form of active operation rather than sim-
ply training under Army Co-operation Command. Only Fighter Command
could provide this as even if Army Co-operation Command was upgraded
to an operational Command, it could only conduct active operations
once the invasion of the Continent had been launched. Portal’s response
to Brooke’s decision for the AASG to be formed in Army Co-operation
Command highlights the RAF’s thoughts towards it as well the possibility
of having to create a training formation within it that could easily become
an operational unit. Even at this point in the Second World War, the RAF
still felt that they had to actively consider the General Staff’s ideas to avoid
the claim that they were not providing enough support to the army and
this is why Portal originally allowed Brooke to make the decision on the
fate of the AASG:

I note your preference for the first alternative ... that the squadrons should
form in Army Co-operation Command, under an Army Support Group as
a training organisation. I am sorry you have made this decision because I
am sure far better results would be obtained if the squadrons were formed
in Fighter Command. I believe that you would have been impressed with
the arguments that Sholto Douglas could have brought forward in favour of
that course. However, you have made your decision without hearing them
and we will act accordingly ... I am agreeing against my real judgement in
the matter, to the formation of an Army Air Support Group as a training
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organisation in Army Co-operation Command. I do so because I am anx-
ious to meet you in every way possible and to ensure that the organisation
aspect should not be allowed to hold up the formation of the Army Air
Support squadrons ... I, for my part, am convinced that the air problem
envisaged admits of no other solution. Therefore, with every desire to meet
you, I am afraid that I cannot compromise over such a fundamental point.®?

With the declaration of war on Germany by the US, the strategic
outlook of the conflict had altered radically. There were several options
available to Britain and the US in conducting their grand strategic ideas.
After their experience in conducting the Dieppe raid, Churchill and the
War Cabinet preferred to attack the soft underbelly of Europe.?® These
operations would be launched from bases in North Africa using the forces
that had previously been fighting in that theatre. This gave the applica-
tion of air support two distinct advantages. First, the build-up of troops
for this role would not be hampered through their possible diversion for
operations in other parts of the Continent. Second, those conducting
the operations from North Africa against Sicily and the Italian mainland
were already well versed in conducting air support through the experience
gained in operations in the Western Desert. The system could be further
refined to fit into the demands of a European theatre. Discussions regard-
ing the placement of the AASG in Britain would have to be finalised to
allow the army to believe that they would receive the necessary support
from the air.

Sinclair felt that allowing the decision on the placement of the AASG
made by Brooke to stand was incorrect, despite Portal’s initial acceptance.
At a COS meeting, Portal explained the reasoning behind his thinking:

when the large scale Continental operations came into the foreground of
the picture it had become necessary to consider how to organise the RAF
to take part in them. It was obvious that the functional organisation of
Fighter, Bomber, Coastal, etc. Commands would be inappropriate and that
we should have to go in for a system of the same type as that employed
by the Germans in their big campaigns ... Each Group would be a mixed
force of fighter, light bomber, army support and reconnaissance squadrons.
Initially these groups would be operated from Fighter Command sectors
in Great Britain ... There would be no place in such an organisation for an
Army Co-operation Command. If these ideas were accepted, then it was felt
that it would be much better to place the army support squadrons in the
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Groups of Fighter Command, so that the latter could begin to train whole-
heartedly for their continental role.®*

The AASG was the type of air support formation that the RAF was
looking for in 1940 when Army Co-operation Command was created. It
provided a way of developing air support that allowed them to retain oper-
ational control of the forces involved with little input or comment from
the army. This was not possible under the Army Co-operation Command
system. The AHB narrative on close support details how the RAF saw
the future of air support and the problems it faced in trying to apply air
support on a large battle front with its functional command organisation:

The existing operational arrangement in England which consisted of func-
tional Bomber, Fighter, Coastal and Army Co-operation Commands was
not fully reconcilable with the need for flexibility and rapidity of action
which were necessary in order to ensure that the air effort could be applied
to support any part of the army front. Furthermore, it was necessary for the
army Commander to be able to select objectives and apportion effort for
almost any number of supporting squadrons and these had to come under
the control of one air force commander in any one area, who could see the
air situation as a whole and co-ordinate support, reconnaissance and fighter
operations. This postulated a non-functional, composite organisation and
it was apparent that Fighter Command offered the best basis upon which
to build ... Air Support was no longer to depend upon limited resources
but was to give the whole strength of Fighter Command behind it and the
elimination of Army Co-operation Command therefore became a logical
step in invasion, since it could not and would not be able to command suf-
ficient resources.®

The RAF faced two distinct choices in the development of the
AASG. These were to convert Army Co-operation Command into a fully
operational Command or to transfer the bulk of army co-operation devel-
opment and training to Fighter Command. Carrington has surmised the
army’s position in the following way:

The General Staff ... adhered to the original proposal and plan as modi-
fied by the Thorold paper. In short they preferred Army Co-operation
Command with all its imperfections to a share in the attentions of 11 Group
at such times as it happened to be not another master.%®
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Brooke’s fear about placing the AASG within Fighter Command was that
it would suffer the same fate as No. 2 Group and not be fully dedicated
to the support of the army in the field. It would, however, allow the RAF
to fully support the army at the operational level and adequate resources
would be available to allow further development that was simply not pos-
sible through Army Co-operation Command.

The development of the Air OP concept by Army Co-operation
Command and the School of Artillery continued at pace throughout
1942. Woodall confirmed what had happened and what had been devel-
oped during the previous year to a staff officer of Southern Command,
Brigadier B. C. H. Kimmins: ‘With the fighter reconnaissance type and the
new procedure by which the pilots actually shoots the battery using two-
way radio telegraphy, he can, I think, do most of his work from fairly far
back.” Woodall used this opportunity to highlight the biggest factor that
was preventing further rapid development of the Air OP.

Of course the main snag at the moment is the ghastly situation of the aircraft
supply position ... In all exercises [the] General Staff want more tactical
reconnaissance sorties than the aircraft can do, and as a result artillery recon-
naissance comes a bad last in the order of priority.?”

In early March 1942, a training camp for artillery reconnaissance was
held and its benefits went further than simply training artillery and air for-
mations in the new technique. The camp afforded the pilots and artillery
officers the chance to spend the week living together in the same areas,
just as they had done during the First World War. This increased the cama-
raderie and the effectiveness of co-operation between the two services.
The techniques that had emerged from the trials of 1941 were also subject
to greater refinement. One area that had not been considered earlier was
the procedure for ending a shoot from the air—this would depend on
what type of shoot was being conducted. If it was a neutralisation shoot to
destroy the target and the pilot wished the artillery batteries to continue
firing, he was to state his reasons for this and he ‘should not stop firing in
order to record the target’. If it was simply a registration shoot the pilot
would end ‘the shoot by recording the target’.8

Certain problems were also beginning to emerge with regard to the
actual training of Air OP pilots: ‘It has been apparent that the training of
AOP pilots lacks practical experience of operations in the field.” Pilots who
passed through the initial training phase had to be trained further once
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they had reached their assigned squadrons meaning they were still unavail-
able for operations:

it is not possible to effect practical training due to ... the short duration (6
weeks) of each course ... the shortage of AOP ground personnel to act as
Section Personnel, and ... to the establishment of vehicles and motor cycles
which is insufficient to meet AOP training requirements under operational
conditions in the field.*

The proposed solution to this problem was the formation of an
Operational Training Unit (OTU), either as ‘a separate unit or ... an
enlargement of the present 1424 Flight [ the training flight]’.”° It was also
decided that a gunner officer was to pilot the aircraft involved, engag-
ing targets as they would ‘from a ground OP, using R/T°.°! It was also
proposed to expand 1424 Flight to allow ‘30 trained AOP pilots ... to be
produced every month’. The location of the flight was also to be moved to
Army Co-operation Command’s headquarters at Old Sarum to enhance
the role it played in the training.”> The 1941 trails had already established
the vulnerability of aircraft conducting this role and as a result pilots were
issued with instructions to follow while conducting shoots. They were
to be ‘no less than 2,000 yards behind our forward troops, at a height
not exceeding 600 feet and [utilise] flights of not more than 20 minutes
duration’.?

The further development of the Air OP was hampered by a lack of clarity
over responsibility for administration of the resources. Army Co-operation
Command argued that ‘the need has been demonstrated for a clear state-
ment defining exactly the spheres of responsibility of the RAF and Army
for control and administration of Air OP squadrons’. Although the Air
OP squadrons were RAF units, they were to be placed under the opera-
tional control of the army formation they were working with. The army
was also to take over responsibility for the tactical training of these squad-
rons. In order to facilitate this in the most efficient and effective way, it was
suggested that ‘The closest co-operation will be required between GHQ
Home Forces and Army Co-operation Command in order that 43 OTU
shall be kept fully informed of the operational requirements of Air OP
squadrons.” Regarding the training of the Air OP squadrons with artil-
lery batteries, this too was to be the responsibility of Home Forces ‘in
consultation with Army Co-operation Command’. The School of Artillery
was, however, able to call conferences of squadron commanders with the
permission of Army Co-operation Command where artillery training had
to be co-ordinated with teaching within 43 OTU.%*
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The development of the Air OP, and the subsequent placing of the squad-
rons engaged in this work demonstrates not only the good relations that
existed between Army Co-operation Command and the School of Artillery,
but also that, in certain circumstances, it could be beneficial to both services
to give the army what they wanted: operational control of aircraft in the field.
Aircraft were piloted by gunner officers of the RHA and placed under the
control of the local army commander for operational duties. The School of
Artillery developed their training programmes alongside Army Co-operation
Command, working with rather than against each other, unlike other areas
of air support development in Britain. Army Co-operation Command would
also continue to work with the School of Artillery to further refine the Air
OP concept in 1943, but its future existence was in doubt with the organisa-
tion of Fighter Command to provide a ground support function and con-
tinuing plans for the invasion of France. The developments started under
Army Co-operation Command would also be subjected to rigorous testing.
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CHAPTER 6

The End of Army Co-operation
Command, 1943

The air support system for continental operations was radically overhauled
in 1943 and the new system was based around the ideas and discussions of
1942. In order to fully test the abilities of the composite group idea within
the wider air support framework and give the pilots of these formations the
necessary experience, a large-scale exercise was conducted. The air aspect
of this was headed by Barratt. The Air OP (its function and placement
within the wider framework) was also a major consideration of this exer-
cise. The training operation, code-named Spartan, was vital not only to the
further development of tactical air power thinking in Britain but it was also
the final nail in Army Co-operation Command’s coffin as, in terms of tacti-
cal air power at least, the mono-role RAF command structure disappeared
and Army Co-operation Command no longer had a function. Despite
the adoption of the composite group early in 1943, Army Co-operation
Command was still a major force in the development of tactical air power
in Britain until its disbandment in July 1943.

This chapter analyses in depth the relevant aspects of Spartan and the dis-
cussions that followed on the organisation of air support forces, the disband-
ment of Army Co-operation Command and the creation of the 2nd Tactical
Air Force. The RAF did not want to lose the lower formations of Army
Co-operation Command nor the expertise that had been cultivated within
it. That this was the case demonstrates that Army Co-operation Command
had more impact on the development of tactical air power in Britain than
had previously been acknowledged. The biggest problem facing the Air Staft
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was how best to utilise the expertise that had been garnered within Army
Co-operation Command. Many of these formations were not disbanded but
were in fact transferred to other areas of the RAF.

The new tactical air support formation created in mid-1943 differed
from Army Co-operation Command in two major ways.! First, 2nd
Tactical Air Force was an operational formation, giving it similar access
to resources as Fighter and Bomber Commands. Second, with the chang-
ing tide of the Second World War as a whole, the prospect of an Allied
invasion of the Continent became an ever clearer reality, giving both 2nd
Tactical Air Force and the army in Britain operations for which they could
make realistic plans—a greater political impetus was matched by increas-
ing build-up of US troops and equipment in Britain. Despite being the
junior partner in the alliance, the British government and services felt that
they could not be seen to fall behind in preparations for such an inva-
sion. There was also a greater emphasis on inter-theatre learning. Many of
the lessons identified by Army Co-operation Command were combined
with operational experience gained in the Western Desert when the final
operations in North Africa, following Operation Torch were conducted.
Further refinements were also made prior to and during the landings and
subsequent operations in Italy.?

With the development of the composite group, the AASC would
require major alteration. One of the major issues raised by the Air Staff was
that of permanently allotting the AASC to the army’s corps organisation.
Despite the composite group breaking one of the fundamental principles
of air power (that of centralising air resources under an air commander),
they felt that this was a step too far. The Director of Air at the War Office,
P. Browne, wrote to Paget stating that ‘the Air Staff are unable to agree
to the proposals which you make’. The Air Staff felt that due to its being
primarily an air formation, it should remain within the RAF: ‘It has always
been a cornerstone of the agreed Air Ministry and War Office policy that
the A Air SC [Army Air Support Control] should be [the] advanced head-
quarters of the RAF formation providing Army Air Support.” They further
highlighted the experience gained in the Middle East to reject the idea
that the AASC should become a permanent part of the corps organisation,
arguing that,

While it is agreed that there may be occasions where it would be desirable
to control air support on a corps level (although this apparently has never
been the practice in the Middle East) it is considered that these occasions
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will be rare and that it would be possible to foresee them well in advance,
c.g. before a complete Army is established in a theatre of operations or
when a corps is given a completely independent mission. It is considered
that on these occasions the group or other RAF commands will detach from
his staff a responsible officer and the necessary personnel and equipment
to the particular corps headquarters from where the air support will then
be controlled in precisely the same way as in the combined RAF/Army
Headquarters.?

The War Office’s moves to gain operational control of the AASC was
at too high a command level for the Air Staff and they continued their
argument by stating, ‘Taking into consideration the rare occasions on
which control will be required on a corps level it is felt that this suggested
re-organisation is unjustifiably extravagant.” The efficiency of the AASC
would not be improved if the War Office recommendations were imple-
mented, as there would be ‘no saving of equipment or personnel ... as spe-
cial channels would still be required’. As a result, “There would ... appear
to be no advantage in relieving the A Air SC of these communications’.*
Undeterred by the Air Staft’s response, the War Office continued to push
for changes to be made to the AASC. Fresh proposals were put forward
in February 1943 that took into account the Air Staft’s arguments. The
basic principle that the AASC was to remain an RAF formation was con-
ceded but it was proposed to reorganise it so that it was able to provide
‘one section for opevational duty at Army and one at each of the two Corps
Headguarters (in the event of an Army being composed of more than two
Corps, additional Corps sections to be added as necessary) [emphasis in
original]’.%

The fundamental make-up of the AASC, as originally developed by
Army Co-operation Command, was to remain unchanged with it being
comprised of a joint RAF and army staft.® That this joint staff continued
was based upon the principle that ‘communications between A Air SC and
RAF units should be manned and operated by the RAF and communica-
tions between A Air SC and military formations by the Army’. The use of
RAF personnel to communicate with RAF formations and army personnel
to communicate with army formations would ease communications dif-
ficulties that had previously plagued air support. This would also mean the
creation of an RAF group headquarters ‘with self-contained W /T commu-
nications at Army Headquarters, the A Asr SC[would] no longer be vequirved
to provide W/T communications from Army Headquarters to wairfields
[emphasis in original]’. Each AASC section was to have “wireless equipment
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to permit divect contvol of squadrvons which may be sub-allotted [emphasis in
original |’. An effort would also be made to standardise wireless equipment
‘in order to achieve the greatest possible degree of interchangability [sic]
and to simplify maintenance’. Gale recommended that an RAF representa-
tive should be placed at Corps Headquarters along with the appropriate
staffin order to “act as Air Adviser to the Corps Commander on all air mat-
ters’.” The recommendations of a joint headquarters and signals organisa-
tion pre-dated the experiments conducted by Wann and Woodall and the
creation of Army Co-operation Command as they had been put forward
during the army co-operation exercises conducted during the interwar
period. That it took this long to implement them in Britain, and was only
done so after its success was demonstrated in the Western Desert raises
questions about how much attention was paid to the ideas that emerged
from the interwar exercises. The arguments put forward by the Air Staff
regarding the status of the AASC were further challenged in the letter and
demonstrate the General Staff’s determination to have these units under
the highest possible level of command and control.

If the A Air SC is accepted as a RAF unit, it is logical to regard it as part of
the organisation of a Composite Group associated with and parallel to an
Army. As such it would be controlled and administered by its parent forma-
tion. The Army Staff, which hitherto has exercised command of the A Air SC
and has been shown on that establishment should then be borne on the strength
of the military formations concerned, the officers becoming staff officers for
air matters of the formation commanders concerned [emphasis in original].’

Gale felt that even though the decisions regarding the future of the com-
posite group had not yet been finalised,

the availability of a new model A Air SC now is an urgent necessity for train-
ing and pending the production of the Army and RAF formations involved,
I recommend that the Air Ministry be asked to form one of these units under
the appropriate RAF Command, and affiliated to General Headgquarters,
Home Forces, and this should be given temporarily such elements as will
make it administratively self-contained, until it can be absorbed within the
Composite Group organisation. During the interim period, the Army Staff
should continue to live and work with the A Air SC as before, in ovder to par-
ticipate in training and development [emphasis in original].?

The agreement that had been reached between Home Forces and the
Air Staff on this issue demonstrated the improvement in relations that had
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been achieved between the two since the Battle of France. This was in part
due to the work of Army Co-operation Command and the confidence that
the army in Britain had that there was a senior operational RAF organ-
isation dedicated to aerial army support. Combined with the experience
gained in utilising the AASC in overseas theatres, the organisation’s form
was slowly beginning to take shape.

The decision to hold Spartan was made in early December 1942 and
it was scheduled to take place in the first half of March 1943, based on
two armies at full strength.’® The RAF had major problems finding the
resources necessary to provide the required composite groups to sup-
port such large formations. They were required to provide ‘a minimum of
twenty-four Fighter and Bomber squadrons’ and ‘two RAF [composite]
groups’.!! The prospect of Spartan was received enthusiastically by the
War Office, and as early as 12 December 1942, when it was being dis-
cussed, they were of the opinion that it would ‘provide excellent training
in Army Air Support’.!? The cause of this enthusiasm was a combination of
the altered strategic outlook and the very fact that major air support exer-
cises were being conducted with the tacit support of the RAF. With the
Red Army advancing, particularly after the Battle of Kursk, the Luftwaffe
diverting ever more resources to the defence of the German homeland as a
result of the Combined Bomber Offensive, and the Allied success in North
Africa opening up the soft underbelly of Europe, the time was approach-
ing for the launch of a second front on the Continent. This would require
a functional air support capability that was acceptable to both services.

Operations on the Continent required an overhaul of the air support
command structure in Britain to bring it more in line with that used in the
Western Desert. This more joint structure, based around the composite
group, would not include Army Co-operation Command as its existence
could only be justified through a continuation of the overall mono-role
command structure of the RAF. The composite group demonstrated that,
in terms of air support at least, the mono-role command structure of the
RAF was unsuitable if support for ground forces was to be effective. The
War Office could see that the support of their forces in the field was being
taken more seriously by the RAF than had been the case to date, despite
the creation of Army Co-operation Command. That this exercise was tak-
ing place at all demonstrates how far the relations between the two ser-
vices had been improved since the Battle of France. The work of Army
Co-operation Command was vital in this process, explaining air power
to the army in Britain and allowing them to gain an understanding of
the operational level impact tactical air power could have. Spartan was
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designed ‘to afford a background on which to present certain problems
connected with the planning and control of Air Support which would arise
at a Group/Army Headquarters, and to provoke discussion in these prob-
lems’. The operational situation that provided the context for the exercise
was ‘the invasion by forces of this country of the European continent’.!?

The main objective for the air aspect of Spartan was ‘to study and prac-
tice the handling of Mobile RAF Composite Groups’, as the system for
their employment in active operations had not yet been decided. The sys-
tem that was to be trialled in Spartan had first been considered in 1942
and it would now be tested under the control of Barratt. The idea that
had been discussed was to have composite groups formed in parallel to,
and identifying themselves with, the armies with which they were work-
ing. It was intended that the experience gained in Spartan would allow
the RAF ‘to design a force capable of rapid movement and flexible con-
trol.’'* A survey conducted in January 1943, however, highlighted the
lack of suitable available aircraft which meant ‘that it is quite impossible
to provide for both the British and German sides on a mobile basis’. In
order to overcome this shortage and test fully the composite group idea
in an invasion scenario, it was proposed to form only the British side on
as mobile a basis as possible, with as many groups as possible, ‘to try out
fully their capabilities and suitability for Continental operations’.'® For the
purpose of the exercise, the organisation of formations for air support was
to be based upon the perceived needs envisaged for ‘the assault phase of a
combined operation’.1¢

Taking the lessons that had been identified from operations in the
Western Desert, and which had previously been established during the
interwar period by Wann and Woodall and Army Co-operation Command,
the composite group commander was to have his headquarters co-located
with the army commander.!” This idea was still not integrated completely
into the mindset of either service, as a reminder was made that the group
commander was to sit ‘jointly with [the] Army Commander, but not sub-
ordinate to [the] army.'® That the equality of commands still had to be
emphasised at this stage of the Second World War confirms that this was
still very much an issue, despite the amount of discussion that had taken
place and the creation of a Command level formation within the RAF that
was specifically designed to resolve these problems. This, combined with
the evidence that had emerged from overseas theatres, demonstrates that
the relations between the two services above Command level were still
poor.
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The composite group headquarters was also to be divided into two
sections in order to increase its overall mobility. Again, this was not a new
concept and had already been stated in interwar doctrine, and by Army
Co-operation Command and the WDAF. These two sections were to be
‘an advanced (or operational) group headquarters and a rear (or admin-
istrative) group headquarters’.’ Both of these headquarters were to be
designed in such a way that they could be ‘married to their equivalent
army headquarters’.? The advanced headquarters was to be created in
such a way that it was able to move quickly when required—it was not to
be prevented from doing so by having to accommodate a large administra-
tive staff. This staff would be placed within the rear headquarters organ-
isation and would be responsible ‘for the administration of all RAF units
in the group area’. The squadrons’ administration would be conducted
through the ‘headquarters at each airfield’. The advanced headquarters
would be responsible for exercising ‘operational control through control
centres (Mobile Operations Room Units (MORU)). It was expected that
the headquarters would be able to control three MORUs, but could, in
exceptional circumstances, control up to four. A MORU would commu-
nicate with up to four separate airfields by R /T or landline and would be
able to ‘control further airfields by W/1”. These communications chan-
nels would allow a MORU to communicate also with ‘adjacent MORUs
and the Mobile Air Reporting Unit’. It would also be able ‘to provide
ground-to-air communications for the operational control of aircraft’.?!

Further to this group headquarters structure, it had been suggested
that an organisation on a mobile field force basis would require a head-
quarters for each individual airfield. This headquarters was to ‘provide
for all ground communications by wireless, to be augmented by landline
when this can be provided by the Army’. This communications system,
which was an extension of the AASC system, was required to provide the
headquarters with the ability to communicate with aircraft whilst in the
air, allowing localised flying control.?? The formation of the four airfield
headquarters for the exercise was nominally the responsibility of Fighter
Command; however, No. 2 Group, Bomber Command, and Army
Co-operation Command were to provide one of these units each from
their own resources.?® That personnel from within the Army Co-operation
Command were required highlights two major points that have been over-
looked in the literature available regarding the organisation.?*

First, the work done by Army Co-operation Command had created
a critical mass of thinkers that was simply unavailable in any other RAF
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Command in Britain, and this knowledge was vital with preparations
now being made to invade France. The delays that had been incurred
due to the postponement of Roundup, and the lessons identified as a
result of the Dieppe landings, had given the Air and General Staffs the
time necessary to explore fully the composite group idea and to exploit
the expertise of Army Co-operation Command. Second, with this new
organisation under test, the role of Army Co-operation Command was
starting to appear increasingly irrelevant. With this in mind, it appears
unusual that personnel from this Command would be tasked to take
part in an exercise such as this, but a partial explanation might be that
shortages being experienced by the RAF account for it, as the Air Staff
had been reluctant to involve Army Co-operation Command and its
resources in exercises on this scale previously. Through this joint exercise,
the personnel who would be conducting air support in the short-term
at least (Fighter Command), would be able to gain valuable experience.
Keeping at least a handful of Army Co-operation Command personnel
fully versed in continuing and future army air support developments
lends weight to the argument that very little would change in Britain if it
were to be abolished. Whilst 2nd Tactical Air Force was not an upgraded,
operational, Army Co-operation Command, the objectives of the two
organisations were similar.

This proposed new organisation was an evolution of the Wann—
Woodall system, which had been further refined by Army Co-operation
Command. It advanced the concepts put forward in 1940, and allowed
the command and communications system to evolve into one that was
better designed to handle the fast-paced operations that it was hoped
would be the result of a successful invasion of and breakout into the
Continent. The evolution of doctrinal thinking encompassed first the
solution to an operational problem at the theoretical level. The AASC
was then further modified through the experience gained in experimenta-
tion and exported to an overseas theatre where it was further adapted to
meet the specific operational conditions found there. The officers that
were to form the staffs of the groups involved in Spartan were to be
formed from the officers of Fighter, Bomber and Army Co-operation
Commands. Barratt was tasked with giving ‘all possible assistance’ to the
officer in charge of the whole exercise.?® Barratt would not, however, be
directing the air aspect of Spartan alone. Broadhurst stated that Barratt
had the overall responsibility
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for the direction of the exercise so far as the RAF is concerned. Nevertheless,
AOC-in-C Fighter Command as Commander designate of the RAF contin-
gent to ‘Roundup’ is intimately concerned at all stages of the planning and
execution of the exercise and will have the right to express such views as he
may wish to the RAF Director ... with the object of ensuring that the forces
to be placed at his disposal are economically and efficiently employed.?®

This again demonstrates that Barratt had never been allowed overall
control over any aspect of army co-operation training and development
that the RAF felt could herald important developments, particularly if it
involved training with the army. Despite Barratt being the most expe-
rienced person in Britain with regard to the thinking and development
of both army air support and in fostering good relations with the army,
he was not allowed free reign to conduct the air aspect of this exercise
along the lines he saw fit. He would always have to take the opinion of
another commander of a separate Command, with little practical experi-
ence of conducting air support, into account. Whilst this may give the
commander of Fighter Command more experience in handling air sup-
port, especially on the scale envisaged in Spartan, it must be questioned
why a joint directorship was not established. This would have allowed the
future commander of air support during an invasion of north-west Europe
to gain more detailed experience in this role, allowing him to actively
work alongside Barratt. The new head of Fighter Command was Leigh-
Mallory, and he had been promoted to this role from within the Fighter
Command organisation.”” Despite being well versed in army co-operation
matters in general from his interwar experiences, Leigh-Mallory did not
have Barratt’s background both in the application of army air support in
the field or in its theoretical development.® As was the case in the Western
Desert command system, Barratt was to be an assistant director to the
C-in-C Home Forces, who was overall director of the exercise.?

SPARTAN took place between 21 February and 3 March 1943 and the
composite group allocated to the British side during the exercise ‘was active
on all days on which operations were possible’.3® Paget was, however, also
at pains to point out some of the difficulties that had been experienced by
the RAF internally during the exercise: “The internal RAF organisation was
deliberately experimental and was handicapped by limitations in the avail-
ability of equipment and personnel.” The staffs assembled to conduct the
support had little experience of working together with the army formation
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staffs to which they were responsible for providing support. This unfamiliar-
ity, combined with ‘constant communications difficulties confine[d] the pos-
sibilities of constructive criticism to the broader aspects’. Paget was, however,
confident that despite the initial teething problems encountered during the
exercise, ‘sufficient experience was gained to confirm that this conception is
sound and should be accepted for future training and operations’. He also
believed that “The main lesson to be drawn from Spartan is the clear recogni-
tion by both Services of the task which lies before them, and the urgent need
to solve together the many outstanding problems of organisation, staft duties
and procedure by practical means, as opposed to theory.”® The idea that the
two Services should work together to resolve the problems inherently found
in attempting to conduct successful tactical air support was not an original
one, and was one of the fundamental principles behind the creation of Army
Co-operation Command. Exercises on this scale, which would have allowed
Army Co-operation Command to demonstrate its abilities to the fullest,
could not have taken place without the work done and experience gained by
it. The prevailing strategic situation between 1940 and 1943 had meant that
the army did not have overseas operations to prepare for—now an assault
on the continent was likely, an exercise on this scale was extremely useful.
It is also doubtful whether the Air Staft would have allowed such exercises in
a different strategic situation given the animosity between the two services
prior to 1943. It did, however, show that the relations between them had
improved to such an extent that exercises on the scale of Spartan could be
conducted. Such a thing would have been impossible without the ground-
work that had been laid by Army Co-operation Command in educating the
army about the impact of tactical air power at the operational level of war.

Paget identified that the composite group, together with a joint,
co-located, headquarters, would ensure ‘that ... Army and RAF resources
are directed to the accomplishment of the common task’.?? He was also
concerned that exercises such as Spartan were not enough to allow the
relationship between the army and RAF to develop to such an extent that
they would be able to function as one unit effectively:

the successful application of these principles is most likely when the respec-
tive commanders and staffs are given the opportunity of studying the
mutual problems together and working in close harmony for some time
before actual operations. It was apparent from Spartan that there is much to
be learnt by both Services before operational standarvds ave reached in this direc-
tion [emphasis added].??
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The striking aspect of Paget’s comments regarding operational stan-
dards and how best they could be improved was that he was critical of
both services. This was a step change from how these problems had been
approached previously when Paget had laid the blame for any problems
in conducting effective air support at the RAF’s door. This is indicative of
Army Co-operation Command’s work in two ways. First, it demonstrates
the role Army Co-operation Command played in repairing relations
between the two entities, particularly as Army Co-operation Command
worked closely with Home Forces. Second, it shows that certain senior
army commanders were beginning to understand the operational level
impact of tactical air power.

As a result of Spartan, the future role of the AASC also came under
consideration and the potential future of the composite group with its
own communications system:

Spartan showed that the Composite Group makes the A Air SC as an
independent mixed unit illogical. Its functions, however, remain of prime
importance.

The AASC faced further change following the exercise. It was to be
absorbed into the wider communications system, and it was argued that
the functions it had performed previously could be done more efficiently
it “The Army ... provide[d] a separate W /T network for the rapid trans-
mission of information affecting air action and requests for air support
and reconnaissance’. This communications network was to consist of W /T
tentacles ‘working back from [the] headquarters of forward formations to
the point at which the Army and RAF Headquarters meet normally corps
and Army headquarters’ as it had done previously. The RAF was to pro-
vide the communications system necessary for the AASC to execute the
army’s request as part of the general signals organisation of the composite
group. It was noted that, “These communications should include those to
enable RAF sections at Corps Headquarters to exercise command on occa-
sions.”®® This system was emerging as a functional way of conducting air
support on a joint basis whose impact would be felt at both the tactical and
operational levels of war. A joint headquarters organisation would enhance
the abilities of the AASC to work within the composite group system. This
would be achieved through having those controlling the aircraft providing
the support working alongside those who were receiving and prioritising
requests for support from forward formations and reconnaissance flights
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conducted over the battlefield. This was a recommendation that had been
reinforced by the work of Army Co-operation Command and was based
upon interwar exercises. Further familiarisation through minor and major
training exercises with the same formations would serve to further enhance
the efficiency of the staft of these headquarters and provide greater experi-
ence of what constituted priority targets for each service and demonstrate
the limitations of air support for land forces.

A recurring issue dealt with in Paget’s comments about Spartan was the
lead time between the identification of a fleeting target and its subsequent
attack from the air.*® As had been found during the Battle of France, this
was prohibitively long. This is not surprising given the new and unfamil-
iar personnel combined with a new system that looked to integrate old
formations into new ones. These long lead-times, however, represented a
backwards step from the achievements of Wann and Woodall in Northern
Ireland. Paget made his feelings on this issue clear:

the heavy delays frequently experienced in Spartan ... would not be accept-
able in operations and it is necessary to examine with the greatest care how
they can be reduced by improved procedure and the highest standard of
training and communications, before it is possible to lay down too rigidly
that control of offensive air action must invariably be centralized. In this
direction decentralization of effort must not be confused with decentraliza-
tion of control.*”

In their attempts to improve the communication and control procedures
that would result in reduced lead-times for impromptu air support, both
services had a vast wealth of experience upon which to base their subse-
quent training plans.

In Paget’s opinion, the unrivalled success of Spartan was the utilisa-
tion of joint headquarters. That this was the case highlights how quickly
improvements could have been made if it had been adopted during the
interwar period or at the beginning of the Second World War. The rea-
son that it had not lay in the animosity that had existed between the two
services since the end of the First World War. The operational experi-
ence of the Western Desert had demonstrated the effectiveness of joint
headquarters. Terraine has described the desert experience as the services
in that theatre not having ‘to struggle against the rigidities and dogmas
of the functional Command system; the RAF [could be used] ... as a
single unit’.3® This point cannot be overstated when the developments
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in tactical air power in both Britain and overseas theatres are compared.
Army Co-operation Command did not and never could have the freedom
of action available to organisations in the Middle East who were far away
from the central control of the Air Council and Air Ministry in Britain.
They also faced active operations where co-operation was a must to stave
off defeat and the devastating strategic consequences this would bring.
There were still, however, areas where joint operations in Britain could
be improved. Outside the joint operations headquarters establishment,
‘separate RAF Operations and Army Operations sections’ were to be set
up, which would be responsible for the ‘implementation of the decisions
taken’ in the joint operations headquarters.® The only exception to this
splitting of headquarters was for the dissemination of intelligence material
that was of use to both services.

Paget recommended that a combined intelligence organisation should
be created to ensure both the RAF and the army received all intelligence
that might be of use to both in another demonstration of the improved
relations between the two services brought about in part by Army
Co-operation Command.*® In Spartan, the passage of information to RAF
units had been described as poor and this, to a degree, accounted for the
long-lead times in the engagement of impromptu targets:

It is essential that a general up-to-date presentation of the military situa-
tion must be available for all squadrons. This should be supplemented by
more precise information as may be necessary when attacks are ordered. The
failure to achieve the requisite standard in this direction in Spartan may be
attributed to inadequate communications and partly to a lack of joint intel-
ligence cells at the point of the group organisation.*!

The solution, as Paget saw it, to many of the problems that had been
encountered during Spartan, was through greater integration at several
levels of command. One reason why even greater problems had not been
suffered was due to the army beginning to understand what the RAF
required in terms of information in order to conduct an air support role
with greater efficiency and effectiveness. The closest solution that had
been tried prior to Spartan and the developments that emerged from it
was in the creation of Army Co-operation Command, who had achieved
a lot in educating Home Forces as to the limitations of air support and
how it was best provided. Army Co-operation Command was not, how-
ever, given the support afforded to the composite group to allow it to
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fully embed itself with Home Forces. Without this necessary integration,
it was unable to tackle fully many of the problems faced in developing air
support in Britain. It was constrained by the functional command system
present in Britain that did not exist in other theatres.*

Spartan also highlighted deficiencies in the collection and analysis of
intelligence particularly that gained through aerial reconnaissance. One
of the biggest issues revealed during the exercise was that ‘the amount of
work occasioned in dealing with information contained in reports of all
operations—direct from Squadrons—congested the Section and restricted
the G10’s activities in the broader sphere’.*® A report by Flying Officer
R. A. Symonds argued that despite the teething problems experienced by
the intelligence section during SPARTAN;,

There would not ... be any saving of time in Squadrons sending their reports
direct to Group Headquarters by telephone. It became clear at once that this
system failed owing to bad communications between Group and Advanced
airfields. It is probably quicker for all reports to go via [the] MORU for one
Intelligence Officer can be taking a report while another is passing an earlier
one to the Group.**

It was recommended that through the use of a joint RAF/army head-
quarters, complete intelligence reports could be collected, collated and
disseminated to all levels. The reliable communications system used
in Spartan, which had been partly developed by Army Co-operation
Command, allowed the system to flourish. To enable this system to be
effective at higher levels of command, the Army Group Headquarters
‘should be an “Information Centre” in which Army and RAF Intelligence
staffs work together and into which information and intelligence from
all Army and RAF sources is delivered’. This system ‘should adjoin a
Combined Operations Centre so that the complete air and ground sit-
uation can be jointly appreciated by the general and operations staff,
together with their respective intelligence officers who will also be repre-
sented”.*® It was determined that the minimum establishment for a con-
tinuous intelligence service should be ‘one Flight Lieutenant as Senior
Intelligence Officer, one Flight Officer to act as deputy, and two Pilot/
Flying Officers’. In order to make the establishment work at maximum
efficiency the Flight Lieutenant ‘should be seated next to [the | Operations
Brigadier’. Through this, the intelligence officer would be ‘immediately
aware of the contents of all Operations orders’. It would also ensure that
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if the intelligence officer was engaged in contacting a group headquarters,
as had happened on a frequent basis during Spartan, he would be able
to ‘hand the telephone to [the] operations Brigadier or take down the
message himself’. It was further suggested that ‘an Air Liaison Officer
[ALO] [should be employed to keep] the Situation Map [up-to-date],
getting the necessary military information for this purpose from Army or
Corps Headquarters and passing it to Squadrons’.*® The effectiveness of
the composite group relied heavily upon the timely dissemination of intel-
ligence information to advanced group headquarters and required good
co-operation. The despatch of reports from returning aircraft to the group
or squadron intelligence officer responsible for them was to fall to the
intelligence officers based at each airfield.*” Both services were beginning
to realise just how full and frank the co-operation between them would
have to be to successfully prosecute operations on the continent.

The Air OP squadrons, developed under Army Co-operation
Command, were also subject to test during Spartan. The result of this
exercise was to alter how these units were to be used at the tactical level. A
total of four Air OP squadrons took part with three being assigned to the
German side and one to the British. It was seen that ‘there are advantages
in the Flight, rather than the Section being regarded as the Tactical unit’.
To allow the Flight to function effectively as the tactical unit of the Air
OP it was recommended that “The flight should, wherever possible, move
as a flight.” Where sections of the flight had been assigned to regiments
for observation work, it was noted that ‘they can often return at dusk to
the Flight Advanced Landing Ground’. Briefing pilots whilst in the air
was also seen to be easier if carried out by a Flight Commander and, as a
result, there would be ‘an economy of effort and minimum casualties’.*®
The chief umpire’s report on Spartan gave the AIR OP glowing praise that
deserves to be quoted at length:

The exercise has taught us a lot as to the use of the AOP [Air OP]. Its value
has recently been proved with First Army, was found to be immense. This
was the first time that many arvtillery commanders had had the chance to handle
them. They did it well, and the AOP Flights did good work ... It is now realised
what an excellent weapon the AOP is, and it should not be misused, but
retained for legitimate tasks. All Arty OPS should report everything they
can about the battle and this applies to the AOP which can be used within
our lines on various missions if they don’t get taken off shooting the artillery
when this is wanted. It should be used under the artillery commanders. AOPs
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used for artillery observation are confined to the limit of visions from 2,000
yards behind our lines. It does not, therefore, replace Arty R[econnaissance .
Suggested that Arty R is not essential when the battle is fluid, but when it
has been established and a fire plan is being made Arty R is valuable for the
essential location of targets deeper within the enemy lines than can be seen
from the AOP [emphasis added].*’

The use of the Air OP in Spartan culminated the developmentin artillery
observation that had begun in the First World War. Army Co-operation
Command continued this development in conjunction with the School of
Artillery. The comments of the Chief Umpire highlight one of the major
problems faced by Army Co-operation Command—he noted that many
artillery commanders had no experience of conducting shoots with Air
OP aircraft, and it had in fact been an experimental organisation while its
tactics and procedures were being refined. Very few large-scale exercises
had been held to allow commanders to gain experience in using the Air
OP. This was partly due to the squadrons being within Army Co-operation
Command and its relative status within the RAF—this made it difficult to
organise exercises and, as a result, artillery officers faced a steep learning
curve in its use.

In order to identify and assimilate the lessons that emerged from the air
aspect of Spartan a conference was held shortly after its conclusion so that
the results and experiences of the exercise were ‘still fresh in the partici-
pants’ minds’.?® The final report was not, in fact, written by Barratt, but by
the senior air umpire, Thorold.*! Barratt’s conference attempted to answer
several questions that had arisen as a result of the exercise, some that had
been raised at army and corps commanders’ headquarters, others about
the proportion of effort devoted to attacking airfields during the exer-
cise.® The answers to many of the questions put forward in a question-
naire devised by Barratt can be found in Thorold’s reports on the exercise.
Thorold identified that the army had ‘accepted certain responsibilities for
meeting the many needs of the RAF in the field’. This again marked a step
change in the attitude of the army towards the RAF whilst they were con-
ducting support in the field. The composite group also had to ‘dovetail
evenly into that of the Army [to ensure that] the machinery for obtaining
[the RAF’s] needs work smoothly’. To allow this to function with the least
amount of friction it was ‘essential ... that the closest possible relation-
ship be established from the outset between all branches of the staft and
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Units of the Army and RAF wherever the two Services come into contact’.
The third appendix is, however, the most important aspect of Thorold’s
report on Spartan—it deals with the composite group and concludes that
many of the ideas tested during the exercise were found to be sound in
principle but required more training in order to perfect. Of particular note
was the use of advanced and rear headquarters and the MORU concept.?
The most significant development to emerge from Spartan was the cre-
ation of a fully operational composite group, although this was fraught
with difficulties. Discussions regarding the establishment of such a force
on a permanent basis began in early March 1943 whilst Spartan was still
underway. The proposal originated at the COS level—they felt ‘that
immediate plans should be made for holding in constant readiness as from
1st May the strongest possible force to re-enter the Continent, as soon as
German resistance weakens to the required extent’. The meeting was to
look at ‘what practical steps could be taken to implement this decision so
far as the RAF was concerned’. DMC pointed out to the meeting that the
headquarters of a composite group had been created to fulfil the require-
ments of Spartan and that ‘the principal question to be decided ... was
as to whether this organisation should be retained after the conclusion
of Spartan’. This group would then be used as the training formation for
squadrons who would be conducting the air support role during and, in
the event of a successful landing attempt, the operations that would fol-
low. It was pointed out that the creation of permanent composite group
headquarters would cause difficulties as the units to form the headquarters
for the exercise were in fact borrowed from other units, and ‘would be
returned to their respective Commands at the conclusion of the exercise’.
If the composite group headquarters was to be established on a permanent
basis, it was recommended that it should take over the training of No. 2
Group ‘and possibly squadrons of Army Co-operation Command’.>* The
actual demise of Army Co-operation Command can be charted from this
point as the success of the composite group had demonstrated it was no
longer a necessity for the development of tactical air power in Britain.
The composite group also challenged the fundamental organisation of
the RAF and blurred the lines on certain fundamental principles. The RAF
in Britain had been organised on a functional basis and the composite
group, containing a mixture of fighter, bomber, reconnaissance and army
co-operation aircraft, was a radical step change in structure and reflected
the WDAF set-up. A unit organised along these lines could never have
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been contemplated when Army Co-operation Command was created due
to the fractious relations between the two services, the mutual distrust
and the RAF’s unwillingness to compromise on the centralisation of air
resources under an RAF commander. This lack of flexibility from both ser-
vices hampered the work of Army Co-operation Command as neither side
was willing to back down from what they saw as the correct way to con-
duct air support. Whilst the composite group would still be under an RAF
commander it would be placed within the wider command framework and
would work towards the wider military plan as set down by an army com-
mander. To facilitate the training of units to the level where they would
be able to conduct air support operations to the required standard, the
meeting recommended that ‘the group headquarters set up for Spartan
should be retained as formed at present after the conclusion of the exer-
cise’. Further to this, it was also decided that ‘No. 2 Group and (as a first
step) the wings of Army Co-operation Command should be transferred to
Fighter Command’.>® The idea to transfer Army Co-operation Command
resources to Fighter Command was the logical conclusion to the discus-
sions that had begun in 1942.

The recommendations put forward to retain the composite group head-
quarters permanently sparked discussions between the Deputy Chief of the
Imperial General Staft, Lieutenant General Sir Ronald Weeks, Brooke and
Portal. Weeks was of the opinion that the army ‘should jump at the pro-
posal, since it seems to meet the vital requirements for which we have been
pressing’.>® That the army was now in favour of the composite group is not
surprising as it effectively gave them an operational force dedicated to army
support. It also demonstrates the beginnings of their understanding of the
impact of tactical air power at the operational level. Despite the composite
group being under an RAF and not an army commander, the tactical level
problems faced by ground forces would be targeted and aircraft could also
be used to isolate the battlefield and act as a force multiplier for the army
at the operational level. This would be achieved through a joint head-
quarters that was associated with the composite group—an army officer
who worked in parallel to the air officer would have a degree of control
over how the groups would be used and the targets engaged. In a memo-
randum from the ACAS responsible for policy, Air Vice-Marshal Douglas
Coyler, it was argued that “The immediate point at issue is not how a
Composite Group shall be operated, but whether it is desirable to establish
at once a Composite Group Headquarters.”” As a result of this issue being
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raised through Spartan, a conference was held by VCAS, Sir Douglas Evill,
at which it was decided to recommend the following to Portal:

That the immediate formation of a Composite Group Headquarters in
Fighter Command should be authorised, and if possible that this should be
done before the end of Exercise Spartan [and] that all existing Composite
Group Units should be allotted to this Headquarters.

This recommendation had major implications for the higher organisa-
tion of the RAF and the development of army co-operation in Britain. The
conference highlighted that, as had been previously acknowledged during
the discussions on the AASG in 1942, ‘Army Co-operation Command

. will cease to exist’. It was, however, acknowledged that it would be
required ‘to maintain a formation ... which will be responsible for both
Army Co-operation and Airborne forces training’. The Air Staff felt that
the disbandment of Army Co-operation Command was a major issue and
that it would ‘raise a certain amount of protest’ from the army. It was
argued that despite the potential of these protests, it would be welcomed
‘by [the] Commander-in-Chief Homes Forces ... in the interests of creat-
ing an effective force to support the Army in Continental operations’.®
This demonstrates the split of opinion within the War Office with regard
to the future development of air support in Britain and that the oper-
ational level impact of air power was not understood by all within the
department.

With the acceptance of this recommendation, the days of Army
Co-operation Command were numbered and the moves to establish a
composite group headquarters proceeded rapidly. The issue was discussed
between Portal and Leigh-Mallory in early March. At this meeting, Portal
agreed to the formation of the group on a permanent basis, and that the
temporary headquarters established for Spartan would be retained. Leigh-
Mallory highlighted the difficulties this would cause as the majority of the
staff officers that had formed the headquarters had been ‘lent for Exercise
purposes’ only. As a result, there would be a period of disruption after the
formation of the group while individuals were exchanged in order to bring
the headquarters up to operational establishment. Portal further agreed
that, in order to ‘meet the requirements of Continental operations, No. 2
Group and the wings in Army Co-operation Command should be placed
in Fighter Command’.®®
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That the transfer of units from Army Co-operation Command to
Fighter Command was agreed to raises an interesting question over the
status, not only of these units, but also of Army Co-operation Command
itself. That these units were regarded as capable of being trained to per-
form as part of an operational Command within a reasonable time-frame
questions the decision not to upgrade Army Co-operation Command to
operational status, which would have aided its work during its existence.
This non-operational status was part of the rationale for the development
of the composite group once it had been established on a permanent basis.
The VCAS argued that the hostility that might be expected from certain
parts of the army would be quelled when it was seen that they would ‘have
trained for Continental operations a far larger number of squadrons of the
types they require than they otherwise could expect, and that the squad-
rons will be trained in actual battle operations’.®!

The reason why they would be trained in actual battle operations was
due to the favourable strategic situation now confronting the Allies dis-
cussed earlier in this chapter, but such training could also have been accom-
plished within an upgraded, operational Army Co-operation Command.
It was also argued that the creation of the composite group would remove
the arguments over where the army air support unit should be placed.®?
The potential disbandment of Army Co-operation Command was also dis-
cussed by Hardman:

I think that if the AOC-in-C’s [Fighter Command] recommendations
are adopted, and the Group remains in Fighter Command, we shall sub-
sequently have to consider the whole question of the retention of Army
Co-operation Command. I believe the Command has achieved a great deal
since it was formed [a] little over two years ago, but now that so much of
the work for which it was originally formed has been taken over by Fighter
Command, and to some extent by Bomber Command, it is questionable
whether it would be desirable any longer to retain it in its present form. This
again need not interfere with the immediate issue, and if it is thought that
Army Co-operation Command has now outlived its usefulness, this present
proposal might be a convenient first step to its disbandment.®

The composite group was formed in May 1943 and placed within
Fighter Command as No. 83 Composite Group.®* This group was to ‘pro-
vide facilities for training ground units and squadrons to work together
under field conditions, and to provide a means of working out the full
requirements and organisation of a Composite Formation’.® It was also
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decided to form a new larger tactical air force within Fighter Command,
comprising No. 2 Group, No. 83 (Composite) Group, No. 38 Wing and
No. 140 Squadron.®® This was discussed at the COS Committee and
Brooke stated that ‘the War Office was in complete agreement’. He was at
pains to point out, however, that there were still ‘some points of detail ...
such as the Air OP squadrons and the provision for army staft officers at
certain RAF headquarters, which would be for the Air Ministry and War
Office to work out in consultation’.?”

Spartan had demonstrated the efficiency of the composite group idea,
which had been in development since 1942. The composite group required
a fundamental change to the framework of the RAF and it was the first
time that they were willing to contemplate such a change. This marked a
fundamental shift in how air support was viewed within the RAF and how
important it was to overall success on the battlefield. The trials and tribula-
tions of Army Co-operation Command assisted, to a degree, this change
in attitude and the creation of the composite group. Working with Army
Co-operation Command also allowed the army to gain a greater under-
standing of the operational level impact of tactical air power.

With the creation of the first composite group and its placement
within the wider tactical air force structure, work began to disband Army
Co-operation Command. Its subordinate formations were placed elsewhere
within the RAF’s Command framework in order to retain the knowledge
and expertise that had been gained.®® Disbanding a Command organisation
the size of Army Co-operation Command caused great administrative dif-
ficulties, as despite its non-operational status, it had a large staff and many
resources that could be well used within the operational Commands of the
RAF. To this end a conference was held on 13 May ‘to discuss the admin-
istrative details arising out of the transfer of Army Co-operation Command
and the transfer of its responsibilities’.* The other issue the Air Council
faced with the disbanding of Army Co-operation Command was where to
place its AOC-in-C Barratt, and how best to use the person who had been
overseeing the development of army co-operation thinking and develop-
ment with Home Forces in Britain.

The two major Army Co-operation Command formations that had to
be disposed of were the headquarters of Nos. 70 and 72 Groups. There
were, however, lower formations that contained experienced person-
nel who could develop the systems to be used once preparations for the
invasion of the Continent were completed. The problems faced in this
respect were further hampered by the fact that the units experienced in
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conducting air support in the Western Desert could not simply be trans-
ferred into the new tactical air force or composite group formations as
they were being used in overseas theatres such as Italy. The training arm
of Army Co-operation Command, No. 70 Group, ‘with all its existing
units is to be transferred to Fighter Command and will come directly
under that Command Headquarters’.”” When it was placed within Fighter
Command, No. 70 Group was

to retain its present function ... [and] in addition, take over No. 13
(Light Bomber) OTU from No. 92 Group, Bomber Command. All anti-air-
craft co-operation units at present in existing Groups of Fighter Command.
Nos. 1 to 9 Anti-Aircraft practice camps from No. 72 Group.”!

It had been decided originally that No. 72 Group should be dis-
banded as a headquarters organisation and part of its units and duties
transterred to No. 70 Group. Those units that were not to be transferred
were the ‘RAF Regiment School, Department and Wing [which] are to
be transferred to No. 20 Group, Technical Training Command’.”? It had
been decided that the date for closing down No. 72 Group should be
decided between Army Co-operation Command and Technical Training
Command.”® After further discussion with Home Forces regarding the
fate of No. 72 Group, however, Hardman decided ‘to defer the clos-
ing down of 72 Group Headquarters’. It was now to ‘be amalgamated
[with No. 20 Group] and the new group thus formed entitled No. 22
Group’.”* The wings that formed Army Co-operation Command, Nos.
32 to 37 and 39 Wings, were to be transferred to Fighter Command.”
These wings had close relations with army commands with whom they
had been training and it was decided that despite their transfer to another
Command, the relationship that they had with their respective army com-
mands should continue. The training of these wings would also continue
and would now be administered by Fighter Command. They were also to
‘exercise direct control of the squadrons for certain specific operations’.
These operations were not specified at the time. The Fighter Command
Groups that were now responsible for these Wings would now also
‘assume the same responsibilities for the administration of the Wings and
Squadrons as they have for their existing Fighter Command Stations and
Squadrons’.”¢

There was also much discussion about the fate of the Air OP squadrons,
which were the responsibility of Army Co-operation Command. It was
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decided, in the days leading up to the disbandment of Army Co-operation
Command, that they

will be under the composite group for the purpose of command and RAF
administration, while they will be allocated to Corps in the appropriate
Armies for training and operations in accordance with the present position.
The remainder of the squadrons will remain in Army Co-operation Wings or
formations appropriate to the Army formations with which these squadrons
are working.””

The US VIII Air Support Command, which was under Army
Co-operation Command for administration was also transferred to Fighter
Command. The contentious issue of No. 2 Group, which had never been
resolved fully during Army Co-operation Command’s existence, was
finally settled with the creation of 2nd Tactical Air Force. No. 2 Group
was now to be transferred into this force from Bomber Command on a
permanent basis.”® Transferring No. 2 Group to a specialist tactical air
force would allow it to receive the necessary specialist training that had
been called for when it was first proposed to use the Group in an air
support role. The only part of No. 2 Group that was to remain within
Bomber Command was the ‘unarmed Bomber Mosquito Squadrons’.”?
The major issue that had prevented this from occurring earlier was that
No. 2 Group had a dual-role: that of strategic bombing and air support
training. Army Co-operation Command had not been able to gain com-
plete use of this Group due to the lack of aircraft available to conduct the
strategic bombing campaign at that time. The subsequent loss of aircraft
and trained personnel hampered the Command in its role to develop tacti-
cal air power in Britain.

There was also much discussion regarding the duties that would be
transferred to Fighter Command when Army Co-operation Command
was disbanded. The AVM that was to be responsible as the Air Officer
for Training on air support matters was to have a staff that consisted
of: ‘A Group Captain—to be selected from among Army Co-operation
Command, a Wing Commander—to be an expert in the flying side of
Airborne Forces [and] a Squadron Leader’. With the transfer of No. 70
Group, it was agreed that ‘the AOC 70 Group should be an Air Vice-
Marshal, in order to compete with additions being made to 70 Group and
his responsibilities in connection with the School of Army Co-operation,
which he would have to discharge in place of the AOC-in-C Army
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Co-operation Command’. Further to this, No. 70 Group was also to have
‘an expert on Light Bombers’ on their staff. Barratt was to forward a list
‘of personnel to fill the establishment on TAF and AOT’s [Air Officer
Training] staft”.8% This re-organisation of the role of No. 70 Group into
2nd Tactical Air Force, along with the transfer of responsibilities from
Army Co-operation Command, was to involve not only the transfer of
tasks, but also the people who would conduct them.

Army Co-operation Command’s disbandment was, in real terms, a trans-
ferral or amalgamation of its resources to other areas of the RAF that had
operational responsibilities. Barratt himself became AOC-in-C Technical
Training Command.?! Carrington has argued the Army Co-operation
Command ‘worked itself out of a job” and that this was the fundamental
reason for its disbandment. Whilst the Command worked as well as it
could, given the situation it faced when it was created, it is wrong to say,
as Carrington does, that it simply ‘faded out of existence’.3? It is more
correct to argue that events and developments in the Western Desert,
combined with the increasingly favourable strategic situation, overtook
Army Co-operation Command.®® It was mostly for these reasons, along
with the need to provide operational responsibilities for an army air sup-
port force, that 2nd Tactical Air Force was created. The majority of Army
Co-operation Command’s units were either reconfigured or transferred
instead of being abolished completely, demonstrating the value of the
work they had achieved. The knowledge and expertise gained were seen as
being of vital importance to allow 2nd Tactical Air Force to flourish both
during its training and its eventual deployment for overseas operations.3*
This was a necessity as the force that had been deployed in the Western
Desert was now involved in conducting tactical air support operations
during engagements in Italy.®®

The tactical air force created at the same time as Army Co-operation
Command’s demise was designated 2nd Tactical Air Force following on
from the first tactical air force that had been created under Tedder and
Coningham in the Western Desert. The strategic situation had, by this
time, turned the tide of the Second World War against the Webrmacht and
as noted by Murray and Millett, ‘No matter how skilled their conduct of
defensive battles, the weight of Allied military power was wearing away the
Wehrmacht’s tactical advantage.’®® With the successes of the Red Army on
the Eastern Front and pressure easing in the Battle of the Atlantic, the
prospect of a successful invasion of France increased greatly, although there
would still be great difficulty in launching the attack at operational and
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tactical levels.?” 2nd Tactical Air Force force’s headquarters were estab-
lished at Bracknell, the previous home of Army Co-operation Command.
The new force was to consist of various sections of other RAF Commands,
transferred specially for this purpose. They were: No. 2 (Light Bomber)
Group, which was in Bomber Command; No. 83 (Composite) Group,
which was under Fighter Command; and No. 140 (Photo Reconnaissance)
Squadron and No. 38 (Airborne Forces) Wing, which were both in Army
Co-operation Command. No. 140 Squadron was also under the admin-
istration of No. 35 Wing, which would continue to administer it when it
was part of 2nd Tactical Air Force. A second composite group, designated
No. 84 (Composite) Group, would be added when it had been formed.?®
In order to ease the administrative difficulties and to allow the force to
establish itself properly (something Army Co-operation Command had
been unable to do when it was first created), 2nd Tactical Air Force was
established in No. 11 Group, Fighter Command.%

The functions of 2nd Tactical Air Force were remarkably similar to
those envisaged for Army Co-operation Command when it was created in
1940. The only real difference between the two was the operational nature
of 2nd Tactical Air Force. It would be responsible for ‘command[ing] the
appropriate formations; study[ing] air aspects of Continental operations,
[conducting] exercises with Army Group Headquarters, train[ing] the
composite Groups, including tactical reconnaissance squadrons’. It was
also to ‘train light bomber squadrons with the fighters and fighter /bomb-
ers of the Tactical Air Forces and to exercise them in actual operations,
to make detailed plans in conjunction with C-in-C Army group for the
Continental operations when the outline cover plans have been issued’.

The development of the Air OP squadron within the composite group
organisation was subject to major discussion whilst 2nd Tactical Air Force
was being created. One of the major points for discussion was ‘the portion
of Air OP Squadrons in the new organisation’.?! In response to a note sent
by the Director of Air at the War Office to Hardman, it was suggested that,

it is not proposed to alter the basic operational and administration organisa-
tion of the Air OP squadrons in the re-organisation to which you refer. As
far as can be foreseen the bulk of these squadrons will be under composite
groups for purposes of command and RAF administration, while they will
be allocated to corps in the appropriate Armies for training, and operations
in accordance with the present practice. The remainder of the squadrons will
remain in Army Co-operation Wings or formations appropriate.”?
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It was decided the Air OP should be allocated on the scale of ‘one
[squadron] per Corps and one per Army. It was felt that such a scale of
allotment would not be permanent but would be effective for operations
and necessary prior training only.” Further to this, the status of the troops
that formed the Air OP was also subject to alteration and it was agreed the
‘Air OP squadrons should be regarded as War Office troops which could
be allotted to theatres as required by the general situation’.?® This now
made the Air OP an interesting functional construct.

That the RAF were willing to allow the transfer of resources away from
their operational control highlights just how much the attitude towards
army co-operation had changed. This change in attitude would lead to
diminishing calls for an air arm under army operational control, something
that had been the major fear of the Air Staff when Army Co-operation
Command was created and which lasted throughout its existence. With
offensive operations on the Continent being planned, the emphasis on
development of air support shifted, and gave both the RAF and army some-
thing to concentrate on and a chance to work together to achieve a com-
mon aim. This ethos had been lacking while a return to the continent was
unfeasible and led to increasing infighting between the two services. Army
Co-operation Command, an RAF organisation, had been stuck in the mid-
dle of this infighting and its ability to fully develop tactical air power was
hampered as a result. The experience in the Western Desert demonstrated
what properly constituted air support could achieve and how important
artillery observation was in supporting ground forces. This was combined
with the theoretical work done by Army Co-operation Command to create
a system that would act as a force multiplier in army co-operation.
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CONCLUSION

Army Co-operation Command was disbanded on 1 June 1943 and the
sobriquet of the Cinderella Service which had been given to Coastal
Command seemed to apply equally to this branch of the RAF that had
played such an important and vital role in the development of tactical air
power development in Britain between 1940 and 1943.

Given the interservice political situation that the RAF faced in the after-
math of the Battle of France, they were forced to create an organisation
that would focus upon the future development of army co-operation. This
organisation was to guide and influence the development of doctrinal
thinking in ground force support. Its abilities to conduct this role were
severely hampered by the way in which it was created by the RAF. Whilst
this may not appear to be a major problem for a Command whose pri-
orities were the development of ideas and procedures, and arranging the
necessary training for both services, it was not the formation that the army
had been expecting in 1940, and this caused much tension between the
Air and General Staffs. Army Co-operation Command fell somewhere in
the middle of what the War Office wanted and what the Air Ministry were
trying to avoid providing. This is why it did not have the full support of
the RAF and was, on the whole, mistrusted by the army. It was ‘a child
of uncertain paternity’.! That the army were willing to work with Army
Co-operation Command speaks volumes for how desperately the army
needed co-operation procedures pushed further up the RAF’s list of pri-
orities. It also demonstrates that there was no other part of the RAF that
would take the development of army co-operation more seriously.
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Although created primarily to develop ideas and test them on a theo-
retical basis, the Army Co-operation Command’s greatest achievements
were the codification of the signals experiments conducted by Wann and
Woodall, the development of the Air OP and the education of the army in
the operational level impact of tactical air power. The signals experiments,
especially, were of vital importance not only to thinking in Britain, but as
the theoretical basis for the development of a functioning close support
doctrine in the Western Desert and North Africa. This doctrine was applied,
after further refinement, in operations in Italy and north-west Europe.
The signals system was transferred from Britain to the Western Desert
through No. 2 AASC. It was through Army Co-operation Command’s
refinement of the original CSBC concept that gave the British forces in
the Western Desert an operational level advantage over the Wehrmacht
as they were able to conduct truly impromptu air support in the field.
The Bartholomew Committee believed that the Wehrmacht possessed this
capability, but in actual fact all close support operations during the Battle
of France had been pre-planned. This misreading of German capabilities
drove the development of a system that the Allies were to exploit to the
full in operations in Europe from 1944 onwards.

Due to its non-operational status and experimental undertakings, it is
difficult to assess where Army Co-operation Command sits in the levels of
war. The actual work done by the Command sat at the tactical level, as it
dealt in the main with tactical refinement and technological development.
Its work, in areas such as the CSBC/AASC concept and the development
of the Air OP, however, had major implications for the conduct of war at
the operational level. The CSBC/AASC allowed the signals framework
available in Fighter Command to be exploited to the full in the conduct
of an operational air battle. The Air OP allowed artillery to also operate
at the operational level. As the impact of its work affected both tacti-
cal and operational levels, it is fair to conclude that Army Co-operation
Command sat in between the two.

Army Co-operation Command’s development of the Air OP transformed
army co-operation within Britain and overseas theatres, demonstrating that
the Command was able to forge good relations with certain parts of the army
and could develop ideas in theory and then refine them through extensive
testing in exercises. Army Co-operation Command achieved much within
its operational constraints and might have achieved so much more if it had
been established in a slightly different form and received greater support
from the Air Staff and the Air Ministry.
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Barratt was highly suited to the development of artillery observation
ideas as he had been a gunner in the Royal Artillery prior to his transfer to
the RFC in the First World War. A greater insight into Barratt as a com-
mander can be gained during the initial testing period of the Air OP. The
experience of sending squadrons of Fairey Battles to attack the bridge-
heads over the Meuse several days after the initial German crossings had a
profound effect on him. To begin with his doubts about the Air OP con-
cept and the risks to aircrew could be viewed as arguments to deliberately
block a promising army co-operation idea, but his experience, both within
the artillery and in France, and the proposals he put forward for further
tests of the idea stand great scrutiny. He felt that the first tests had not
been rigorous enough upon which to form conclusions, but that the idea
had promise—further experimentation established just how this role was
to be performed and what aircraft and tactics were required to allow it to
function at maximum effectiveness and with increased safety.

The Air OP, after much experimentation and refinement, was one of
the greatest developments of the Second World War, not just for Army
Co-operation Command, but in the field of army co-operation as a whole.
Further procedural development of this idea and a roll-out on a larger scale
was hampered by the other major problem Army Co-operation Command
faced during its existence: a shortage of aircraft. During training exercises
conducted with the army, Army Co-operation Command were not able
to field as many Air OP squadrons as requested. Despite the potential
of the Air OP squadron, it was always a low priority on exercises, with
other forms of tactical reconnaissance taking precedent. However, the Air
OP was to be used with great success in the Western Desert and North
Africa, as well in operations on the Continent after Army Co-operation
Command’s disbandment.

A major factor that prevented Army Co-operation Command from
developing tactical air power in Britain further was the way in which the
organisation was created. As Carrington stated, ‘It seems hard to escape
the conclusion that the Air Ministry had invented the Command in order
to rid themselves at the same time of a very irksome problem and of a very
senior officer who was held to be a dangerous man.”> Whilst Carrington’s
assessment of where the original idea for Army Co-operation Command
emerged is misguided, his assessment of the Air Staft’s intentions when
they created it are not. The make-up of the Command, particularly its non-
operational status and the motivations of the Air Staff in its creation, has
been vastly overlooked in the literature currently available on this subject.
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When criticisms are made of Army Co-operation Command, they are usu-
ally in comparison to the work done in the Western Desert, particularly by
Tedder and Coningham. The literature on the RAF’s development of tacti-
cal air power has focused on the Western Desert to a greater extent than
Army Co-operation Command. This is a direct reflection of how Army
Co-operation Command was seen by contemporaries. It was viewed as a
necessary evil to be endured only as long as was necessary, created to pla-
cate the army at a time of difficulty for the RAF as a whole. It was never
intended to upgrade the status of the Command.

Army Co-operation Command found itself isolated within the RAF as
a whole due to the service’s feelings towards army co-operation. It was
also useful for the RAF to be able to point the army in the direction of the
Army Co-operation Command whenever any army co-operation matters
arose so that the RAF were able to give their full attention to the strategic
offensive against Germany and avoid discussions about tactical air power.
With no operations for the army to prepare for, the ideas developed by
Army Co-operation Command remained in the realm of theory. Whilst
this may make for good theoretical doctrine, the rigorous testing of ideas
against an enemy is required to iron out teething problems and enhance
basic ideas. Without an operational status, other RAF Commands tested
any ideas that were developed by Army Co-operation Command. This
status also meant that they were always at the bottom of the list in the
scrabble for resources. At times there were, in fact, more staff officers than
aircraft within the Army Co-operation Command framework.?

The Command would always find the role it was tasked with difficult to
fulfil, given the situation it faced when it was created. It was further ham-
pered in this by the attitudes of other RAF Commands and the Air Staft
who wanted to avoid involvement in this area as much as possible while
still pleasing the army. The work Army Co-operation Command did do,
however, led to the creation of an operational tactical air force that was
able to deliver air support effectively and learn from operational experi-
ence. It fostered better relations between the RAF and army that would
have hampered the creation of such a tactical air force. This was achieved
from a low starting point in the wake of the Battle of France. With greater
freedom and responsibility, Army Co-operation Command could have
achieved so much more, but it was prevented by the interservice rivalry
in Britain. If this had not been the case, the history of tactical air power
development in Britain might not have experienced as many problems and
disputes as it did.
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APPENDIX: DIRECTIVE TO AOC-IN-C ARMY
Co0-0PERATION COMMAND

1. You are appointed Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief, Army
Co-operation Command.

2. Your Command will be organised into two groups:-

(a) An Operational group, comprising those squadrons allotted to
Army formations in Great Britain.

The Commander of the group will act in the capacity of an

AOC, Air Component as laid down in AP 1300 Chap. XI, para. 7.
An appropriate proportion of the Air Branch of the Staff of this
Group will be located with GHQ, Home Forces.

(b) A Training group, comprising:-
The Army Co-operation Schools.
The Central Landing Establishment.
The Air OP Flight.
Anti-Aircraft and Searchlight Co-operation Units.

3. The Operational and Training Groups will be under your command,
except that the Operational Group, being equivalent to an Air
Component, will be under the operational control of GHQ Home
Forces. These two groups will comprise all RAF units specifically
engaged in Army Co-operation duties in Great Britain.

4. Your primary duties will be to implement the policy decided upon by
the Air Ministry and War Office, to foster the development of all aspects
of Army Co-operation and to further mutual co-operation between the
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234 APPENDIX: DIRECTIVE TO AOC-IN-C ARMY CO-OPERATION COMMAND

Army and the Royal Air Force. You are responsible in these matters to
the Air Ministry and will be adviser to the Air Ministry on all Army
Co-operation matters.

5. You will be charged:-

(a) With the supervision of all training in co-operation with the Army,
within the terms of the policy communicated to you from time to
time by the Air Ministry; and

(b) With the development of the tactics and technique of Army
Co-operation, including close support.

You will co-operate as necessary with Commanders-in-Chief of
other RAF Commands, and Commanders-in-Chief, Home Forces
and Northern Ireland, on these matters.

6. Your responsibility towards the Commander-in-Chief, Home Forces
will consist solely in ensuring the efficiency of the air forces in the
Operational Group. During active operations, you will not be respon-
sible for the operational employment of the Army Co-operation squad-
rons, nor for air forces provided by other Commands to act in support
of Home Forces.

7. In addition to your responsibilities for the two Groups in your
Command, you will direct the policy in training and development to be
followed by the Officer Commanding No. 75 Wing, whose squadrons
are under GOC-in-C Northern Ireland for operations and operational
training. You will therefore establish close liaison with the
GOC-in-C. You will have the right to inspect No. 75 Wing generally,
and to supervise and initiate training exercises in particular. You will
not have any other responsibility for No. 75 Wing, which is under the
AOC, RAF in Northern Ireland, for administration. The Officer
Commanding No. 75 Wing will act in the capacity of an OC Air
Component as laid down in AP 1300m Chap. XI, para. 7. Instructions
covering the GOC’s responsibilities in this connection will be issued by
the War Office.

8. Your Command and Group Headquarters staffs will be composed of
Army and RAF officers in suitable proportions.
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