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1980 - College Journal Article

The Inventor

F Whittle - The ‘Thwarted’ Applicant
Frank Whittle was born on June 1, 1907 in Earlsdon, Coventry, the
eldest son of a machine tool factory foreman. 

He spent his early days familiarising himself with the equipment of
draughtsmanship. He had already learnt the rudiments of metal work
by the age of 10, when his father bought a small engineering
business.

At the age of 11, Whittle gained a scholarship to Leamington College.
His school work was undistinguished, owing to his "extreme dislike of
homework”, but he spent many hours in the Leamington Spa
reference library reading up subjects such as astronomy, physiology,
engineering (particularly aircraft engineering) and exploring many
other fields of knowledge, not catered for in school.

Whittle desperately wanted to fly, and was determined to join the
RAF as an apprentice. He first applied in 1922, passing the written
examination with flying colours, but he failed the medical examination
because, being only five feet tall, he was considered to be
undersized. He refused to accept defeat, and by following an
exercise regime and diet laid down by an RAF PT instructor who took
pity on him, he added three inches to his height and three inches to
his chest measurement in six months.

The RAF refused to reconsider his application, in line with policy
concerning apprentice applications. Whittle then hit upon the ruse of
starting all over again, as if he had never previously applied by using
a different first name. He got away with it and so found himself in the
Royal Air Force at last, having been accepted under false pretences,
as one of 600 apprentices in the September 1923 Entry at Cranwell.

F Whittle - Winning a Cadetship
In 1926, Wg Cdr Robert Barton, an instructor at Halton, made a
special plea to Lord Trenchard for one of his apprentices to be
awarded a cadetship even though he scored poor marks outside the
classroom. 

“Having known the boy for three years,” Barton recalled, “I was
aware that he was no good at games and had a poor personality, but
at the same time I realised that we had somebody whose brain was
streets above any of the other boys and that if he did nothing else he
would develop into a most valuable technical officer.”

Unfortunately, the Personnel Branch was unimpressed and refused
to make an exception for him. Barton had served with Trenchard in
the Royal Scots Fusiliers before the war - he was the reluctant
subaltern Trenchard had taught to ride at Londonderry - and so his
request for a hearing with the great man was approved. He argued
so persuasively on behalf of his student that Trenchard overruled the
Personnel Branch and agreed that the boy should be given a
cadetship. At the same time, he warned Barton that if he was making
a mistake he would not be forgiven.

During the 1920's only five apprentices per year were awarded a
Flight Cadetship and Sir Frank, being sixth on the list, benefitted from
another apprentice's aircrew medical failure! He was surprised to be
recommended for a Cadetship as he had never been a Leading Boy
(only those with the rank of Leading Boy had been considered in the
past). Thus it was that 19-year-old Frank Whittle, inventor of the jet
engine, entered Cranwell and learned to fly.

F Whittle - Flight Cadet Record

F Whittle - The Build Up
Sir Frank's first posting was to 111 Squadron at Hornchurch on 27th
August 1928. During this period the squadron was flying Siskins, and the
easy lifestyle was one of the most carefree periods of his life. He
continued his passion for pushing the boundaries with his flying; which
again was to get him into trouble on a few occasions.

Postings followed thick and fast. In September 1929, he was posted onto
30 Flying Instructor's Course at Wittering; next as an instructor to Digby
on promotion to Flying Officer. Here he continued to develop his theories
for a gas turbine engine and took out a patent on 16,h January 1930.
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Continuing his excellent airmanship, he became a winner in the RAF
Hendon Annual Display 'crazy flying’ competition. Specialist skills were of
course a pre-requisite, but there were numerous accidents and Sir Frank
wrote off two aircraft in three days. An irate Flight Commander was heard
to invite him to 

"take all my bloody aeroplanes into the middle of the airfield and set fire to them
- it's quicker!" 

His next posting was to Felixstowe as a floatplane test pilot.

After four years of holding a permanent commission, every officer had to
specialise in engineering, signals, armaments or navigation. Sir Frank
chose engineering, and in August 1932 was posted to the Home Aircraft
Depot at RAF Henlow.
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With an aggregate score of 98% in all subjects in preliminary examinations,
he was allowed to take the course in 18 months rather than the usual two
years, gaining distinctions in all but one subject. This enabled him to apply
to Cambridge University to take the Mechanical Science Tripos.

F Whittle - Looking for a Partner
Meantime, work on his jet engine theories continued as he
sought, unsuccessfully, to interest firms in his proposals.
However, he did meet Fg Off Dudley-Williams (a former
Cranwell colleague) who believed that his theories might
work.

Nevertheless, he had become disillusioned with the lack of
support for his engineering projects and let his jet engine
patent lapse when it became due for renewal in January
1935.

A few months later, however, he received a letter which was
to change his life. R Dudley-Williams had now retired from
the RAF and therefore, he and his partner (JCB Tinling),
believed that they could secure backing for the jet engine
project.

The result of this was the formation of the Power Jets
Company in January 1936 with interests held by Sir Frank,
Dudley-Williams and Tinling. A contract was placed with
British Thompson-Houston (BTH) of Rugby for the design
drawings of an experimental engine. 


*
*This is a reference to the RAF Club, Piccadilly, London.

The Air Ministry saw his work as a 'spare time’ job, but
nonetheless gave him a post graduate year for research
work upon graduating from Cambridge University with a First
Class honours degree in the Mechanical Science Tripos. The
Ministry also allowed him to act as Honorary Chief Engineer
and Technical Consultant to the company for a period of 5
years, thus enabling him to develop the first ever jet engine
for its inaugural flight at RAF Cranwell on 15 May 1941.

F Whittle - Honoured
Sir Frank maintained his determination to give the RAF a
jet fighter and continued to show his characteristic
singleness of purpose. When Rolls Royce took over work
on the W2B engine in 1943, his goal was now in sight; but
in order to achieve it the Company was nationalised and
he had to sacrifice control of it, surrendering all his shares
and rights.

In 1946, Sir Frank accepted the post of Technical Advisor
on Engine Production and Design (Air) to the Controller
(Air) at the Ministry of Supply. However, he was taken ill on
a lecture tour and had to retire from the RAF six months
later on medical grounds, having attained the rank of Air
Commodore. He was invested with his knighthood by King
George VI in July 1948, the first Cranwellian to be
knighted. For the rest of his life he worked with commercial
airlines, developing supersonic aviation and advising
leading engineering companies all over the world. He
emigrated to America in 1976, becoming a Research
Professor at the US Naval Academy in Annapolis. 

Sir Frank returned to RAF Cranwell on many occasions,
and had a great affection for the College and the Station.
The Royal Air Force had taken a shy and studious boy and
turned him into an RAF officer and engineer. He was later
to say that it was his Royal Air Force training that "made
possible the jet engine". 

Sir Frank died on 9 August 1996 in Maryland at the age of
89. His ashes were placed in a memorial in the Station
Church of St Michaels and All Saints at RAF Cranwell.

The Engine

The Powerhouse
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The Aircraft

Hosting the Engine for its Test Flight

The Whittle W.IX engine was installed in
WAOA1, which undertook taxi trials at
Brockworth airfield, near Gloucester.
The Whittle IV.I engine was then installed and
the aircraft was transported by road to RAF
Cranwell for its first official flight.

By July 1936, initial stages of the Whittle engine manufacture had
begun and the first runs took place on 12th April 1937. During the early
stages, the engine speed increased so rapidly that the staff had to
sprint for cover. This became such an issue that the project had to be
relocated to a disused factory at Lutterworth, where the local police
suspected the engineers of being IRA terrorists making a bomb!
Progress was hampered throughout 1937 and 1938 through lack of
funding, which meant that they often had to use old components
rather than manufacturing new. As the results of the test improved, so
did the Air Ministry's confidence in the project and this brought further
Air Ministry funding.

Power Jets' first contract for a flight engine with BHT to power it came
in July 1939, with Glosters providing the experimental aircraft; the
E28/39. In 1940, the Air Ministry decided that Power Jets would
become a research organisation only, with BTH and Rover sharing the
engine production costs. The situation worsened for Sir Frank when
both companies, eager to obtain an operational jet fighter, ignored him
and authorised Glosters to produce the F9/40 which became the
Gloster Meteor. They also approved alterations behind his back.

The E28/39 made its maiden flight at Cranwell on 15 May 1941. Fg
Off Gerry Sayer flew it to a top speed of 370mph at 25,000ft over the
next few days. After this, there was much interest from all of the
major aircraft companies, including some in the USA. So much so
that six months later they had more jet aircraft than Britain! This
American interest led to Sir Frank being sent over there to assist
with the development of his engine. The visit was beneficial to both
Sir Frank and the UK; as the knowledge that Britain had technology
of major significance improved relations between the two countries.

Gloster (W4041/G) - Science Museum

Fg Off Gerry Sayer - Test Pilot
Sayer was transferred to the Reserve of Air Force Officers
(Class A) on 2 March 1929, to become second test pilot with
Hawker Aircraft, assistant to Group Captain P. W. S. (George)
Bulman (who first flew the Hurricane on 6 November 1935).


Phillip Edward Gerald Sayer

Born

OBE
5 February 1905

Colchester, Essex, England

Disappeared

21 October 1942 (aged 37)

North Sea

Nationality

British

Occupation

Test pilot

Employer

Gloster Aircraft Company

Known for

Piloting the first flight of the first British jet
aircraft

Spouse(s)

May Violet Ellen Wallace-Smyth (m. 1929–
1942)

Parent(s)

Wing Commander E. J. Sayer MC (father)
Military career

Allegiance

United Kingdom

Service/branch

Royal Air Force

Years of service 1924–1929
Rank

Flying Officer

In 1934, Hawker took over the Gloster Aircraft Company and
Sayer was appointed chief test pilot in November 1934. On 2
March 1937, Sayer relinquished his reserve commission on
completion of service, and was permitted to retain his rank.

On 15 May 1941 at 7.45pm, he took off from RAF Cranwell,
near Sleaford in Lincolnshire in the Gloster E.28/39 (W4041/G)
powered by the W.1 engine and flew for 17 minutes, flying at
over 500 miles per hour (800 km/h), impossible for other aircraft
at the time in level flight. That Gloster aircraft has been in the
Science Museum since 1946. A second aircraft of the same
type (W4046/G) would be demonstrated to Winston Churchill
on 17 April 1943, having first flown on 1 March 1943; it crashed
in June 1943.

On 21 October 1942, Sayer departed from RAF Acklington in a
Hawker Typhoon to carry out tests of a gunsight involving gun
firing into Druridge Bay Ranges, accompanied by another
Typhoon. Neither aircraft returned, and it was assumed that
they collided over the bay. He was replaced as Gloster's test
pilot by Michael Daunt, who would be the first to fly the Gloster
Meteor (powered by two de Havilland Goblin engines designed
by Frank Halford) on 5 March 1943 at RAF Cranwell.
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