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Forty years ago on 15 May 1941 the first
British jet aeroplane, the Gloster Whittle
E28/39, successfully completed its historic
initial flight at RAF Cranwell. The develop-
ment of this revolutionary design, which proved
the principle of jet propulsion for aircraft and
led directly to the first generation ofjet fighters,
the Meteor and Vampire, was due entirely to
the brilliance and dedication of a famous Old
Cranwellian, Sir Frank Whittle.

It was at Cranwell as a Flight Cadet (1926-
28) that Whittle wrote the thesis that stimulated
the train of thought which led ultimately to the
jetengine. The thesis, which won him the Abdy
Gerrard Fellowes Memorial Prize for Aero-
nautical Sciences, planted the seed in the mind
of this brilliant aviator and scientist. As the
seed germinated he began to work on his ideas
for the development of a turbo-jet engine.
Whilst at Cambridge University from 1933-
36, where he graduated with a first class
honours degree in Mechanical Sciences, he
worked on the preliminary design of an ex-
perimental engine and sought to interest the
Air Ministry and industry with his ideas.

Eventually, in 1936 a company called Power
Jets, to which Whittle was loaned by the Air
Ministry, was set up. His first engine ran
successfully in 1937, and 2 years later in
September 1939 the Gloster Aircraft company

was granted an Air Ministry contract to design
an aeroplane capable of jet propelled flight.
The flying test-bed became known as the
Gloster Whittle E28/39 (‘E’ for experimental
and 28/39 from the number of the Air Min-
istry specification).

In less than 2 years the E28/39 was under-
going secret taxiing trials at Brockworth and on
11/12 May 1941 was taken by road to Cran-
well for the flight test. Cranwell was chosen as
the location because of its long runway, clear
approaches and a certain remoteness which
aided wartime security. After a few further
taxiing trials the E28/39 was declared ready to
fly.

1980 - Fourth Article

BRITAIN’S FIRST JET FLIGHT

e ——

On 15 May, after waiting all day for the
weather to clear, P E G Sayer, Gloster’s chief
test pilot, took the E28/39 down the runway.
Everything went according to plan. The
machine took off at 1940 hours, recorded a 17
minute flight and landed without a hitch. Frank
Whittle, George Carter, the chief designer of
Gloster’s, and a handful of technicians were
the only spectators. During the next 12 days
the aeroplane completed some 15 flights and
the 10 hours flying for which the engine had
been cleared. From the birth of an idea in the
mind of a young unknown RAF Flight Cadet, a
unique event had taken place. History had
been made. :

w nittie remained on the Special Duty List
attached to Power Jets until 1946 when he
became the Technical Adviser on Engine
Design and Production to the Controller of
Supplies (Air), Ministry of Supply. He retired
from the RAF in August 1948 as an Air
Commodore. Just before his retirement he
received a Knighthood, having previously been
granted a reward for his invention from the
Royal Commission.

. In the epilogue of his book ‘Jet — The Story
of a-Pioneer’ he recalls with pride and a touch
of sadness:

“As the King touched me on each shoulder
with his sword, I became the first Old Cran-
wellian to receive the honour of Knighthood.
The satisfaction this gave me overshadowed
any regret at leaving the Service in which I had
served since the age of 16 and which had given
me the training which had made possible the jet

engine”.



