
RAF COLLEGE CRANWELL
F Whittle

RAF College Cadet 
2 September 1926 - 27 July 1928



F Whittle - Flight Cadet Record



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 - The Apprentice

He was accepted to train as a fitter and spent his first five years in the RAF as an Apprentice and then a Flight Cadet.
In days spent pointlessly chipping at chunks of metal, his dream of becoming a pilot faded. His dislike of the strict 
discipline and barrack room life landed him in much trouble; although many of his misdemeanours remained 
undetected.

After the first year his training broadened 
to repair and maintenance of the newly 
introduced metal airframes. 

However, Cranwell life had great benefits. 
He was very good at his schoolwork, 
because he could see its practical 
application; for example, he could see the 
relevance of mathematics to the kind of 
engineering he was interested in.



F Whittle - The Aero Model Maker

Another great benefit of Cranwell life, was the Model 
Aircraft Society. Sir Frank Whittle admitted later that 
the Society was the main activity which kept him from 
being completely miserable. 

As well as satisfying his deep passion, it was also an 
activity which the authorities saw as an acceptable 
alternative to organised games. It was to this Society 
that Sir Frank later attributed his subsequent award of 
an RAF College cadetship. Through his work with this 
Society, he captured the attention of the CO. 

Sir Frank was totally dedicated to model making. His 
dedication culminated with the leadership of a small 
team to make a model aircraft with a 10ft 6in 
wingspan, powered by a two-stroke petrol engine. Not 
only responsible for the drawings, Whittle also made 
the wooden jigs for the construction of the ribs and 
other aircraft parts and undertook most of the fabric 
work. 

When officers dropped, in he would inform them of the 
progress his team had made, demonstrating his depth 
of engineering knowledge and leadership skills. 
Despite having a temperament totally unsuited to the 
harsh discipline and regime at Cranwell, Sir Frank 
never gave up his dream of becoming a pilot.



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 - The Trainee Pilot
During his two years as a Flight Cadet, Sir Frank learnt 
to fly on aircraft types such as the Armstrong Whitworth 
Siskin and Bristol Fighter. 

After only five and a half hours of dual instruction on an 
Avro 504K during his first term and just eight hours in 
his second term, he flew solo - a good performance, 
particularly as his tuition had been spread over a long 
period. His piloting skills were much tested when he had 
an engine failure after only three and a half hours solo. 
Luckily he was close to Cranwell’s North Airfield and 
landed without damage to the aircraft or himself.

A few weeks later, after becoming lost in poor visibility, 
he made a forced landing in a field, but instead of 
leaving the aircraft there, he took off and crashed into a 
tree, thus writing off the aircraft - a double crime as 
taking off again was against regulations. Recognising 
his undoubted potential, the authorities treated him 
leniently.

On another occasion, during training, he blacked out 
during a tight loop which made him lose confidence for 
a while. However, when the Medical Officer assured 
him that this was normal, he became more confident - 
even daredevil - but this got him into trouble. On several 
occasions during his fourth term he was caught low 
flying over Sleaford in a Bristol Fighter, for which he 
received 28 days’ restrictions.

Avro 504Ks of 2 Sqn

Formation of Bristol F2b

AW Siskin 111A



F Whittle - The Trainee Engineer

Whittle became more engrossed in science and excelled 
at physics, mathematics and the theory of flight. Prof OS 
Sinnatt was the principal instructor in these subjects and, 
recognising his talent, mentored him. Sir Frank's thesis in 
the first year was entitled 'Chemistry in the service of the 
RAF', a major proportion of which concerned explosives, 
incendiaries and gas warfare - topics which took up much 
of his extra-curricular time. 

His fourth term thesis (written in 1928) was entitled 
'Future Developments in Aircraft Design'. Professor 
Sinnatt, on reading it said,

 "I couldn't quite follow everything you have written, Whittle. But 
I can't find anything wrong with it!"

This brought him full marks. His thesis covered the topic 
of future engines which would perform at great speeds at 
high altitudes. Prof Sinnatt wrote in Whittle's Flight Cadet 
character record that he "should ultimately specialise in 
Engineering”.

The previous five years had been a hard path; but Sir 
Frank was now a pilot, an officer and a gentleman. He 
had fought his way out of the working class background 
of his childhood and had proved that he could do better 
than the vast majori ty of his publ ic school 
contemporaries, both in the air and on the ground.



F Whittle - The Graduate

Sir Frank graduated from Cranwell in July 1928, receiving the Abdy Gerrard Fellowes Memorial Prize for Aeronautical 
Sciences. He had distinguished himself in everything he tackled - with the exception of field sports. He demonstrated 
that he was a better leader than follower. He had wanted to win the RM Groves Memorial prize, which was awarded to 
the Cadet who was the best pilot of his term. To this end, Whittle was one of three pilots chosen to represent B 
Squadron flying Armstrong Whitworth Siskin fighters during a flying display. Unfortunately, Sir Frank was disqualified for 
dangerous flying, despite adhering to the aerobatics sequence, worked out with his flight commander.
Instructors graded Sir Frank as an "Exceptional pilot” and "above average” on Siskins. However, despite this high 
proficiency rating and his skill at performing aerobatics, a red insert in his logbook read, "Over confidence. This is most 
marked. He gives aerobatics too much value and has neglected accuracy. Inclined to perform to the gallery and flies too low".



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.
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.
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.

Sir Frank Whittle with his engine.

Design drawings of Sir Frank Whittle's 
experimental engine.



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.
However, 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. 

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.



F Whittle -  ‘Result’
By July 1936, initial stages of 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.

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.



January 1970 - College Journal Article (1)



January 1970 - College Journal Article (2)



January 1970 - College Journal Article (3)



January 1970 - College Journal Article (4)



January 1970 - College Journal Article (5)



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.



One of our very finest Cadets 
Air Commodore Sir Frank Whittle OM KBE CB FRS FRAeS

(1 June 1907 – 9 August 1996) 

Despite passing the RAF entrance examination with a very high mark, Whittle failed twice to enter the RAF because he was 
too small, at just 5 feet tall. Undeterred, he applied again under an assumed name, passing the physical and, in September 
1923, 364365 Boy Whittle, F started his training as an aircraft mechanic in No. 1 Squadron of No. 4 Apprentices Wing. 
Recognised by RAF staff as a genius, he developed the jet engine that first flew in a Gloster E28/39 at RAF Cranwell on 15 
May 1941, thereby heralding jet flight and revolutionising military and civil transportation worldwide for many years to come.

He was accepted to train as a fitter and spent his first five years in the RAF as an 
Apprentice and then a Flight Cadet.

In days spent pointlessly chipping at chunks of metal, his dream of becoming a pilot 
faded. His dislike of the strict discipline and barrack room life landed him in much 
trouble; although many of his misdemeanours remained undetected. He 
nevertheless qualified as a pilot, a very good one, and an outstanding engineer.



Three of our very best Cadets 

Courage Ability Dedication Energy Teamwork Single-mindedness

Wg Cdr Hugh Gordon Malcolm VC 
(2 May 1917 – 4 December 1942) 

Malcolm was the only College cadet to  be 
awarded a VC, heroically leading 18 Sqn in 
a bombing raid on an enemy fighter airfield 
n e a r C h o u g u i , T u n i s i a , a g a i n s t 
overwhelming odds. He was posthumously 
awarded a VC in April 1943, the first to be 
awarded in the North Africa campaign. His 
name is remembered through the formation 
of the Malcolm Clubs that provide welfare 
services for RAF families.

Air Commodore Sir Frank Whittle OM KBE CB FRS FRAeS
(1 June 1907 – 9 August 1996) 

Despite passing the RAF entrance examination with a very high mark, 
Whittle failed twice to enter the RAF because he was too small, at just 5 
feet tall. Undeterred, he applied again under an assumed name, passing 
the physical and, in September 1923, 364365 Boy Whittle, F started his 
three-year training as an aircraft mechanic in No. 1 Squadron of No. 4 
Apprentices Wing. Recognised by RAF staff as a genius, he developed 
the jet engine that first flew in a Gloster E28/39 at Cranwell in 1941.

Group Captain Sir Douglas Robert Steuart Bader 
 CBE, DSO & Bar, DFC & Bar, FRAeS, DL 
(21 February 1910 – 5 September 1982)

Joined the RAF in 1928, commissioned in 1930, lost 
both legs in an aerobatic accident in 1931. Despite 
being discharged on medical grounds, he rejoined 
in 1939 to become a renowned flying ace, credited 
with 22 aerial victories, four shared victories, six 
probables, one shared probable and 11 enemy 
aircraft damaged. Shot down in 1941 - blue-on-blue 
- he ‘resided’ in Colditz Camp for the next 4 years. 
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