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Prologue
If ever you are required to research something on the heritage of the RAF College - it 
could be looking up details of a relative who might have been trained at the College, or it 
could be a more complex review of specific trends throughout its 100 year history - 
inevitably you will be encouraged to explore the Library’s holding of College Journals. 

In addition to many other records held within the College and other, third party archives, 
these journals contain a wealth of information on the milestones, the events and the 
thinking that underpinned College operations. They are essential reading for anyone who 
wishes to gain an understanding of how the College evolved and took on the challenges 
that confronted the world’s oldest air training academy throughout its marvellous history. 

As its contribution to “College 100” - the celebration of 100 years of officer training at the 
RAF College -  the Cranwellian Historical Society created a suite of albums intended to 
capture RAF Cranwell’s heritage, one album for each year of the College’s existence and 
containing authentic extracts from the College Journals. 

One of six chapters that portray 100 selected topics - ‘memories’ per se - this album 
draws on chronological Journal extracts in an attempt to summarise life at the College 
throughout its history, from a variety of perspectives. They are extracts of the original 
articles in the Journals and so their accuracy is dependent on the authors of the day; the 
dates in each slide title indicate each article’s date of origin. 

We hope “College 100 Memories” gives you an enjoyable insight into life at the College 
between 1920 and 2010. Happy reading.



Memories that Symbolise College Fabric in 100 Years

4.   The King Opens CHOM (1935)
9.   College Prizes (5) (1949, 1964 & 1974, 1980s) 
14. Clerical Articles (1951 & 1952)
18. The College Bells (1952)
20. Demolition of Old Cadets’ Mess (1953)
21. New Points Scheme for Chimay Cup (1953)
22. The Cranwell Railway (1953)
25. Whittle Hall Articles (3) (1962, 1963 & 2012)
29. New Swimming Pool (1962) 
30. College Heraldry (2) (1965 & 1972)
34. The Cranwell Whistle (2010)
35. Curator’s View on Heritage (2) (2010, 2012)

To start any specific article: 
1. Click on the slide number shown in red on this page;  
2. To return to this contents page, click on ‘Return to Contents List’ at the bottom of each slide.



Spring 1935 - College Hall Opens (1)4
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Spring 1935 - College Hall Opens (2)
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Spring 1935 - College Hall Opens (3)

Return to Contents List



Spring 1935 - College Hall Opens (4)
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Spring 1935 - College Hall Opens (5)

Return to Contents List



Summer 1949 - College Prizes (1)9
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Spring 1964 - College Prizes (2)
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1974 - College Prizes (3)
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1974 - College Prizes (4)
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1980s - IOT & IOTC Prize Descriptions (5) 
The Sword of Honour

1921 to 1971, a Sword of Honour was awarded as a permanent prize to the most outstanding officer of each cadet entry, and, similarly between 1971 
and 1975, to each graduate entry course. The practice was ten discontinued on the grounds of cost, except for an annual award. From 1980, as the 
Sword of Merit, it was awarded on each Initial Office Training Course to he most outstanding officer. Since December 2006, the award has bee retitled 
the Sword of Honour and awarded as a permanent prize on each course through the generosity of Pooley Sword Limited.

The Hennessy Trophy and Philip 
Sassoon Memorial Prize

The HennessyTrophy was given to the College in 1960 by Flight Lieutenant Denis Hennessy who was, at that time, a flight commander in the Flight 
Cadet Training Wing. The Trophy was known as the Hennessy Leadership Training Trophy for inter-squadron competition. When the training of flight 
cadets ceased in 1973, the award fell into abeyance until 1975 when it became an individual performance award for graduate officers and has 
continued is, linked with the Philip Sassoon Memorial Prize, since January 1980. The Philip Sassoon Memorial Prize was endowed by the late Sir 
Philip Sassoon, former Under Secretary of State for Air. It was first awarded to the flight cadets in 1948, to graduate entrant officers between 1971 
and 1979 and is now open to all cadets. The Trophy remains as College Hall and the winner receives a prize of intrinsic value.

The MacRobert Prize

The Prize, donated by the MacRobert Trust in February 2003, is represented permanently by a mounted 10 inch silver quaich, with each prize winner 
receiving a silver miniature. The origins of the Trust rest with the wishes and work of Lady MacRobert who died in 1952. Of her 3 sons, one died when 
piloting a civil aircraft in 1938, whilst the other two were both killed on active service, 6 weeks apart in 1941, flying for the Royal Air Force. Very soon 
afterwards, Lady MacRobert donated £25,000 to purchase a Stirling bomber, named ‘MacRobert’s Reply’, which was allocated to No XV Squadron. In 
addition, she gave four Hurricanes, three named after her sons and the fourth was presented to the Russian Air Force. As well as providing two 
properties in Scotland as rest centres for the Royal Air Force, the Trust, established by Lady MacRobert in 1943, has continued to donate generous 
and substantial support to many people and organisations, including Service charities. The close link between the Royal Air Force and the MacRobert 
family continues and No XV Squadron, based at Royal air Force Lossiemouth, continues to emblazon the family crest on one of its aircraft together 
with the title ‘MacRoberts Reply’. The prize further cements that bond and is awarded to the cadet who, during Initial Officer Training, in the opinion of 
his or her peers, has made the greatest contribution to the course.

BAe Systems Trophy

The award was originally presented to the Officer Cadet Training Unit, Royal Air Force Henlow, by the British Aircraft Corporation (The ‘BAC Trophy’). 
Since 1980, it has been awarded at the Royal Air Force College Cranwell. He name of the prize was changed twice more, from ‘The British Aerospace 
Trophy’ to its current title in February 2001. The original Trophy of a Lightning aircraft has been replaced by a Typhoon (Eurofighter) aircraft model. The 
winner receives an individual commemorative plaque, to commemorate the attainment of the highest marks for professional studies during Initial 
Officer Training.

The Longcroft Trophy
The trophy was presented to the RAF Cadet College in 1924 by Air Commodore CH Longcroft, the first Commandant of the College. It was originally 
intended for ‘Inter-Squadron’ competitions, but has been awarded in its present form since 1996 to the cadet who, during Initial Officer Training, has 
made the most significant contribution to sport.

The Group Captain Williams 
Memorial Trophy

The Trophy was given to the RAF College in 1988 by Mrs Jane Williams, in memory of her late husband, Group Captain “Willy” Williams, who died in 
1987. It is awarded to the cadet who, throughout Initial Officer Training, has shown the greatest improvement.

The Sarah Moland Memorial 
Prize

The Sarah Moland Memorial Prize is awarded to the cadet who, throughout Initial Officer Training, has demonstrated outstanding qualities of courage 
and fortitude.

THE RAF Club Prize The RAF Club Prize is awarded to the RAF Cadet who, in the eyes of the Directing Staff has, throughout the Course, shown grit and unwavering 
perseverance, meeting every challenge with enthusiasm. 
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June 1951 - Clerical Articles (1) 14
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November 1952 - St Michael’s Chapel (2a)
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November 1952 - St Michael’s Chapel (2b)
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November 1952 - St Michael’s Chapel (2c)

Return to Contents List



November 1952 - College Bells (1)18
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November 1952 - College Bells (2)
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June 1953 - Demolition of Old Cadet’s Mess20
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June 1953 - New Points Scoring System21
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November 1953 - Cranwell Railway Article (1)22
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November 1953 - Cranwell Railway Article (2)
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November 1953 - Cranwell Railway Article (3)
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Autumn 1962 - Whittle Hall Articles (1) 25
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Spring 1963 - Whittle Hall Articles (2a)
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Spring 1963 - Whittle Hall Articles (2b)
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65 - 70th Anniversary Of Jet Powered Flight

70th Anniversary Of Jet Powered Flight In Great Britain
Miss R Vernon, Corporate Communications Officer, RAF Cranwell

2011 marked the 70th Anniversary of the first official flight 
of the Gloster E.28/29.  Powered by Sir Frank Whittle’s 

pioneering W.1 jet engine, the flight took place at RAF Cranwell 
on 15 May 1941.

It was fitting that this historic event took place here at Cranwell 
as just 13 years earlier, Frank Whittle, then a Flight Cadet at the 
Royal Air Force College, had written his thesis entitled “Future 
Developments in Aircraft Design”.  At a time when the latest 
RAF fighters were propeller-driven biplanes with a maximum 
speed of about 150 mph, the young Frank set down his early 
ideas for a radically different propulsion system that would 
allow aircraft to fly at speeds of 500 mph.

After graduating from the College, he became a skilled pilot, 
but continued to develop his ideas for jet propulsion.  Despite 
rejection of those ideas by the Air Ministry and scepticism from 
many others, he went on to patent his design for a true turbojet 
engine, the first of its type anywhere in the world.  

The Royal Air Force recognized his engineering talent and 
allowed him to take the Mechanical Sciences Tripos at 
Cambridge University and continue working on his innovative ideas.

In 1936 he was approached by Rolf Dudley-Williams, a former RAF cadet 
that he had known at Cranwell, and his partner, J C B Tinling, also a 
former RAF pilot, with the prospect of financial support.  This resulted in 
the formation of Power Jets Limited and, in April 1937, the Whittle WU 
engine became the first jet engine in the world to run.

Steady improvements finally resulted in Air Ministry support and, in 1939, 
specification E.28/29 (E for experimental) was issued for the design and 
manufacture of an aircraft in which a jet engine could be flight tested.  A 
contract was placed with the Gloster Aircraft Company and the aircraft 
was designed by George Carter, the company’s chief designer.  The Gloster 
E.28/29’s first official flight took place at RAF Cranwell at 7.40 pm on 15 
May 1941 with Gloster’s chief test pilot, Gerry Sayer, at the controls.

RAF Cranwell had been chosen because of its long runway, flat 
surrounding countryside, which gave a clear approach, and its location 
in rural Lincolnshire, which would help maintain secrecy.  However, the 
strange-sounding aircraft without a propeller aroused great interest 
amongst station personnel and local residents.

It was a triumphant achievement and 16 more flights were made before 
any inspection of the engine was deemed necessary, testimony to its 
reliability and integrity.  Unknown in Britain at the time, a version of the 
jet engine had also been developed by von Ohain in Germany following 
the release of Frank Whittle’s patent.  In August 1939, the Heinkel 178 had 

Sir Frank Whittle’s first design or a jet engine, patented in 1930.

been the first jet engine to fly, but the engine used was in an embryonic 
state of development and was subsequently found to be unsuitable for 
sustained aero-propulsion.  Further development was abandoned at 
some point in 1941 or 1942, by which time the German Air Ministry had 
turned its attention to more promising turbojets under development at 
Junkers and BMW.  The flight of E.28/29 was thus made by the world’s 
first viable turbojet-powered aeroplane.

Frank Whittle’s invention of the turbojet engine is one of the most 
important milestones in aviation.  Since that historic flight 70 years ago, 
the jet engine has gone on to change our world.  The single Whittle W.1 
engine that first powered the E.28/29 was capable of producing about 
1000lbs of thrust, allowing it to reach a speed of 370 mph.  Today the 
two EJ200 turbofan engines that power the RAF’s Typhoon fighter each 
produce a thrust of over 20,000lbs with afterburner, allowing it to fly at 
1350 mph, twice the speed of sound.

RAF Cranwell marked the 70th Anniversary of this historic flight with 
a programme of events which included presentations by Captain Eric 
‘Winkle’ Brown CBE DSC AFC RN, dubbed the greatest test pilot to ever 
live; Mr Roy Fowkes CEng FRAeS MIMechE FEI, personal friend of Sir 
Frank Whittle and Mr Ian Whittle FRAeS, son of the pioneering engineer.  
Guests on the day were also treated to a Hangar Exhibition containing, 
amongst other things, a replica of the Gloster E.28/29 and a fly-past by 
Gloster Meteor aircraft.

The Gloster E.28/29, powered by the Whittle W.1 turbojet.

Sir Frank Whittle.

May 2012 - Jet Power’s 70th Anniversary (3) 
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Autumn 1962 - New Swimming Pool29
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Summer 1965 - College Heraldry (1a)30

Return to Contents List



Summer 1965 - College Heraldry (1b)
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1972 - College Heraldry (2a)
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1972 - College Heraldry (2b)
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2010 - The Cranwell Whistle34
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2010 - Curator’s View (1a)35
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March 2010 - Curator’s View (1a)

Return to Contents List



March 2010 - Curator’s View (1c)
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March 2010 - Curator’s View (1d)
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May 2012 - Curator’s View (2) 

57 - If You Do What You’ve Always Done

The College’s long history ensures that there is a wealth of priceless 
treasures in its collection.  However, the age of the artefacts and 

document collection means that they are slowly deteriorating and, 
therefore need constant attention to maintain their stability and prevent 
their condition from worsening.

The largest collection held by the College is the archives and art 
collection.  Of this the best artworks hang in College Hall Officers’ Mess 
(CHOM).  These collections are constantly increasing and earlier this year 
the College acquired an oil entitled “To Be A Flight Cadet”, the original 
of which was a pastel exhibited in the 2010 Guild of Aviation Artists 
exhibition.  The College commissioned the artist, Mr Tim Jenkins, to 
paint another in oil and this superb painting now hangs in the bar.  It 
depicts an archetypal 1930s English village scene with an Avro 504 flying 
low over a cricket match.  A young man driving a sports car is looking 
wistfully up at the aircraft.

With the impending closure of RAF Cottesmore, the College has been 
very fortunate in procuring some of the original oils from their Officers’ 
Mess, which now hang in CHOM.  These artworks include an oil by G Lea 
of a Harrier taking off in a forest and another of a Spitfire in flight over 
the coast.  A further acquisition from RAF Cottesmore is a large wood 
framed oil depicting a mountain scene in Norway, painted in 1865 by 
German artist August Wilhelm Leu.  It is planned for this to hang in the 
Trenchard Room.

Among the numerous additions to the College’s artworks this year is a 
superb three-piece decanter set in crystal glass, wood and silver.  Not only 
is this piece pleasing in itself, it has a provenance that is interwoven with 

The Curatorial Year At The RAF College
Mrs H Crozier, College Curator

The Tantalus.

the history of HMS Daedalus and RAF Cranwell.  Between 1916 and 1976 
three generations of the Robinson family owned and ran the Post Office 
at Cranwell.  The donor, Mr Nick Robinson, is the grandson of the first 
postmaster, Mr John William Robinson, who managed the Cranwell Post 
Office from 1916 to 1945.  The decanter set, known as “The Tantalus”, was 
presented to Mr John William Robinson in 1919 and cost the RAF £1,000 
to purchase.  The engraved silver plaque on the base reads:

“Presented to Mr JW Robinson, Postmaster Cranwell by the officers RAF 
Cranwell as a mark of appreciation of his services rendered during the 
war 1916-1919.”

In his position as postmaster, MR JW Robinson of course met many people 
and, among them, he befriended two well-known Station personnel.  One 
of these frequent visitors to the Post Office was Aircraftsman T E Lawrence.  
The other was Prince Albert, later King George VI.  From February until 
August 1918, Prince Albert was Officer Commanding (OC) the Boys Wing 
and also OC 4 Squadron on West Camp.  As OC of the Boys Wing, the Prince 
would regularly converse with Mr JW Robinson on matters concerning 
the boys’ welfare.  On several occasions in 1916 both gentlemen used 
their own money to cash postal orders for the boys when there was a 
shortage of change to pay the apprentices.  After the Second World War, 
King George VI visited RAF Cranwell to review a graduation parade and 
asked if Mr Robinson was still at the Post Office.  On the assurance that 
he was, the King visited Mr Robinson and together they spent fifteen 
minutes reminiscing.

The next owner of the Post Office was Mr Stanley Robinson, 1945-1965, 
who was equally involved with the life of the Station.  A good pianist, Mr 

If You Do What You’ve Always Done - 58

Members of the Robinson family, Cranwell Postmasters 1916-1976.

S Robinson founded, and led, what was to become the RAF College Band.  
“The Tantalus” has returned to the College and is on permanent display 
in the Rotunda in CHOM.  It is pleasing to know that the RAF College is 
considered a fitting location for donations to be made in the knowledge 
that they will be cared for and that future generations will see them.

While it is always a pleasure to accept new treasures into the College, 
it is also important to remember that the current collection requires 
continuing attention.  The Curator’s work is wide-ranging and only a small 
part of what has been achieved this year can be described here.  Two 
major aspects of curating are conservation and cataloguing, and these 
processes have now been started in earnest for the College archives.  
A slow but rewarding process it inevitably unearths very interesting 
documents.  Starting with the First World War, many interesting Royal 
Naval Air Service (RNAS) photographs and documents have been 
found.  These include photographs of the South Airfield hangars under 
construction in 1916, together with the discovery of a set of Headquarters 
Royal Flying Corps (RFC) Reconnaissance reports dated 1914.

One particular conservation project this year has been to sort, catalogue 
and pack conservationally the collection of photograph negatives from 
courses and visits to the Technical College at RAF Henlow between 1958 
and 1973.  These items were previously stored in envelopes within boxes 
of similar vintage.  The acidity of envelopes and boxes of this era has 
caused damage to the negatives, which are made of glass or acetate.  
Degradation of acetate negatives can be recognised by the tell tale 
smell of vinegar.  Modern, acid-free envelopes, tissue paper and boxes 
are now being used to protect the artefacts from acid pollutants in the 
air.  By placing them loosely into the new boxes, with acid-free tissue 
paper placed around the edges, the negatives are kept steady whilst 
not being pressurised against each other.  In the past these negatives 
were stored so tightly that many of the glass negatives were broken and 
many of the acetate negatives were crushed.  They will now be handled 
as little as possible to prevent further damage.  When they are handled 
it is with purple nitrile gloves, rather than with the usual white ones.  This 
protects them from the acid in one’s hands and gives the handler more 

dexterity so that accidental damage does not occur.  The eventual aim 
is to have all of the negatives made into prints so that they do not need 
to be handled again.

Ultra Violet (UV) light is a cause of serious deterioration in paper and 
textiles as it causes more fading than visible light.  To protect the College’s 
collections, UV filters have therefore now been placed on all of the 
cabinets in College Hall that hold textiles or documents.

The College is now one year into the Integrated Pest Management 
Plan.  This is a monitoring process whereby insect pest traps are set 
at particular points around College Hall to assess whether there is a 
problem with insect pest infestation.  The three main insect pests that 
attack artefacts are: Silverfish, Clothes Webbing Moth and Woolly Bear 
(also known as Carpet Beetle Larva).  Ideal harbourage conditions for the 
survival of these species are the presence of an abundant source of food, 
high relative humidity and warmth.  CHOM provides these conditions 
nicely and the trapping programme has shown that there are active 
infestations of Silverfish and Woolly Bear breeding in College Hall.  This 
is detrimental because, even if the main harbourage is in an area where 
there are no artefacts, insects will crawl, walk or fly to the food source, 
causing irreparable damage.  Thankfully there are methods available to 
control insect pests.  One of these is to freeze all old textiles entering 
CHOM.  Forty-eight hours at -18°C will kill all insects and prevent any 
new infestation.  This is an ongoing project to prevent insects entering, 
breeding and attacking the collection in the future.

This article provides only a brief illustration of what has been a very 
interesting curatorial year; the highlight of which has been the return 
of “The Tantalus” after 93 years.  For an artefact such as this to have a 
clear link to the RAF College and such a full provenance is really special.  
There is still much to be done to bring the RAF College’s collection of 
historic treasures up to complete conservation standards of storage, 
documentation and preservation, a task which we plan to complete 
over a 5 year period.
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May 2013 - Curator’s View (3) 

Curating Our Heritage For The Future - 22

The task of curating the heritage of the RAF College for future cadets, 
and the introduction of the ethos and heritage of the Royal Air Force 

to the cadets of today continues unabated. This curatorial year has 
been busy, ensuring that the condition of our valuable artefacts is not 
worsening and that the building and storage environment continues 
to be monitored for ‘museum pests’. Also included in this year’s work 
is the checking of the temperature and relative humidity in all the 
rooms of College Hall Officers’ Mess. The College has also received some 
exciting donations and long-term loans, and work continues unabated 
to catalogue and conserve our long-standing collection of artefacts.

In February 2012, the College acquired the Battle of Britain 
Commemorative Lace Panel from Norwich Cathedral. This is one of 10 
such panels produced on lace-making machines between 1942 and 1946 
by the Nottingham lace-making firm of Dobson and Browne Ltd. The 
white cotton lace panel was woven on a loom using a set of 40,000 cards 
called ‘jacquards’ which, when sewn together, produced a strip pattern 
which was hundreds of feet long and about 18 inches wide. The lace 
panel itself is 15ft long by 5ft 5in wide, and accurately depicts scenes of 
devastation and battle which were produced from original photographs 
taken during the London Blitz in September 1940. The centre panel of the 
lace depicts a dogfight, with pilots baling out of their doomed aircraft, 
and includes the lace-makers name and the badges of the Allied air forces 
involved in the Battle. 

This particular lace panel was displayed in the Officers’ Mess at RAF 
Coltishall until the station’s closure on 30th November 2006; whereupon 
it was moved to Norwich Cathedral and displayed in one of the transepts. 
The original wood and perspex case in which the lace was displayed was 
conservationally unsound therefore, upon its donation to the RAF College 
in 2012, the lace was unpicked from the hessian backing and carefully 
rolled for transportation to Cranwell. It is now wrapped in conservation 
acid-free tissue paper and will be held in storage in College Hall Officers’ 
Mess until such time as it can be effectively displayed.

In 2011, on the closure of RAF Cottesmore, the RAF College took over the 
ownership of an original oil painting of a Norwegian landscape which 
was painted in 1865 by Augustus Wilhelm Leu. This striking artwork was 
darkened by years of exposure to cigarette smoke due to being hung 
on the wall of the Officers’ Mess Dining Room, and was also physically 
damaged by careless handling. This painting was tested by specialist art 

Curating Our Heritage For The Future
Miss Hazel Crozier, RAF College Curator

�

conservators which brought to light some snippets of its former glory, 
should it be subjected to conservational cleaning; the results of this 
were impressive and it was, therefore, sent away for conservational work. 
On the painting’s return to the College in July 2012, the transformation 
was remarkable; there was real colour in the clouds, a hamlet appeared 
on the far shore, and the observer can now also see the shallows in the 
foreground centre with fishermen working out on the lake. This artwork 
can be viewed in College Hall, situated in the Trenchard Room opposite 
the Van der Meulen’s ‘Battle of Monte Cassel’. 

2012 also saw the College accept, on loan, a 9-carat gold cigarette case 
which is fairly plain and unassuming from the front, but, on the inside, is 
inscribed with the initials “GPG” and “ED-932 17th May 1943” and with the 
code-words for the breach in the Moehne and Eder Dams. This cigarette 
case was presented to Wg Cdr Guy Penrose Gibson, the Commanding 
Officer of 617 Squadron for Operation CHASTISE - the ‘Dams Raid’ - by 
Vickers Limited, at a dinner held on 22nd June 1943 to celebrate the 
success of the operation. This wonderfully historic piece has been 
generously loaned to the RAF College indefinitely. 

Work continues on Curatorial policies and planning projects; the current 
focus is on producing a Post-Disaster Heritage Recovery plan for the 
treasures and historic artefacts displayed and stored within College 

Hall. The plan details the recovery procedures for 
salvaging artefacts after a fire or flood, stating 
which items are for priority salvage, where the 
items are located or displayed, how to handle and 
salvage them, and how to conserve them after 
they have been salvaged. The priority list also 
details the documents and artefacts which are 
considered the most valuable; both in heritage 
and ethos terms, and those which are of financial 
value. Examples of items on the priority list are 
Guy Gibson’s Cigarette case, Lord Dowding’s letter 
which he wrote in May 1940, Lord Trenchard’s cap 
and sword, the Dowding Pennant, and the painting 
of the Battle of Monte Cassel. After salvaging the 
priority items, other documents and artefacts will 
be salvaged in the most sensible order on the day. 
The inclusion of individual laminated cards or 
‘snatch lists’ into the plan will be for use by salvage 
teams and the Fire Service during post-disaster 

An Oil Painting of a Norwegian Landscape, Augustus 
Wilhelm Leu, 1865

�
Wg Cdr Guy Gibson’s  9-carat gold cigarette case, emblazoned with the codewords 

indicating the successful breaching of the Moehne & Eder Dams in 1943.

be flattened, but this is an expensive process. As an example, the effects 
of a high and fluctuating RH can be seen on the cockled parchment 
documents displayed in the College Hall Rotunda. 

A curator’s work also includes checking up on those artefacts which 
belong to the College but which have been loaned out to other 
organisations. The College is lucky enough to own the cap, sword, boots 
and aiguillettes which once belonging to Lord Trenchard. His cap and 
sword are displayed in the Founders’ Gallery in College Hall and are in 
very good condition, however, last year, I discovered that Trenchard’s 
boots and aiguillettes are on long-term loan to the Trenchard Museum 
at Upavon in Wiltshire. The Trenchard Museum is in the original Central 
Flying School building and therefore has strong links with the RAF 
College. The boots are displayed in Trenchard’s original trunk, which 
also belongs to the RAF College and were in very good condition, but 
required a polish with conservation microcrystalline wax. The trunk 
required some re-displaying and a few additions of special conservation 
foam to make it as conservationally sound as possible, whilst retaining 
the original style and “look”. 

In summary, this has been another busy curatorial year at the RAF 
College. We have continued to accession, catalogue and display our 
prized artefacts. From my point of view as the curator, and therefore the 
guardian of our treasures, this year’s highlight was to see the re-birth of 
the “Mountain Landscape” by A W Leu after its trip to the conservators 
in which its magnificent colour and detail were returned. I look forward 
to the curatorial challenges that 2013 has in store.

23 - Curating Our Heritage For The Future

recovery ‘on the ground’, as these 
card will show the exact location 
of each artefact to be salvaged, 
together with the room layout 
and a photograph of the object. 
The object itself may have received 
fire or water damage and there 
are different processes of storage 
and treatment – either immediate 
or postponed - to be carried out 
according to how the object was 
damaged and, of course, how 
badly. To ensure that the artefacts 
are taken to the correct area to be 
given the correct treatment for 
preservation before storage, the 
plan details the processes to be 
undertaken when the artefact is 
recovered (i.e. how to decide the 
artefact’s condition). There is much 
more to the Post Disaster Recovery 
Plan than this, but I hope this gives 
a good idea of what is involved in 
the recovery of our valuable and 
irreplaceable heritage assets held 
within the College. 

Our comprehensive collection of artwork includes an original Gerald 
Coulson oil painting of Operation CATECHISM - the RAF’s final and 
successful attack on the German battleship Tirpitz on 12th November 
1944. Commissioned in 1941, the Tirpitz never took part in a major 
naval battle, and yet had huge impact on both British military and 
political thinking; at times, even putting the Allied alliance under strain. 
The painting depicts Tirpitz in the Tromso Fjord in Norway, where she 
was successfully attacked by Lancasters of 617 and IX(B) Squadrons; 
eventually keeling over with irreparable damage. This display has been 
re-interpreted to present the painting in a modern manner with updated 
text, and a silk and conservation foam lining for the preservation of the 
wooden cubes of Tirpitz’s deck.

A large part of curatorial work is monitoring the environment. An old 
building such as College Hall has large fluctuations in both temperature 
and relative humidity percentage (RH). Therefore, monitoring of the 
environment is essential to assist with the diagnosis of problems - or 
potential problems – because high RH and temperatures encourage pests 
to breed, mould to grow, and cause environmental damage to artworks 
and documents. This fluctuation in % RH and temperature can be a major 
problem, as it can cause irreparable damage to oil paintings, paper art 
and documents, and parchment or Vellum documents. In the case of oil 
paintings, the canvas will stretch and contract with the changes in RH. 
This movement weakens, and then cracks the paint down to the ground 
and then the canvas; eventually making the paint peel off – obviously not 
a desirable state. Paper art and documents will ‘cockle’ (a term used to 
describe the ‘ridging’ of paper due to the RH) which not only stresses the 
paper, but the damp encourages the growth of green and grey mould and 
‘foxing’, which appears to the naked eye as very small brown dots. Foxing 
is a form of mould, and if left unchecked will eat away at the document 
until there is very little left. Damage from cockling is incredibly expensive 
to repair, yet there is nothing that can be done to stop foxing once the 
process has started, and it will destroy the document over a number of 
years. All the conservator or curator can do, in this instance, is to lessen 
the effects and try to prolong its life. Cockled parchment and Vellum can 

The work of the Curator ensures that future generations can look upon the 
treasures of the RAF College, such as this painting of Lord Trenchard. 

�

Lord Trenchard’s Service Cap and Sword, 
as displayed in the Founders’ Gallery at 
RAF College Hall.
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