








Sandhurst and Woolwich. Rugby football should be encouraged as
much as possible next winter.” Press comment and feed back from
schoolmasters was grist to Trenchard’s mill and on 10 September
1920 he was again writing to the patient Commandant. ‘T was an-
noyed to see a long description in the Press about Cranwell. All of you
are spoken of by wrong titles and Cranwell is described as if it were an
annexe of the War Office.’

But Cranwell had been launched and measures to improve it in
many respects were being taken. For example, the Medical Board
report on candidates for the first entry brought out the facts that many
candidates were being persuaded to put Woolwich or Sandhurst
before Cranwell as first choice because mothers had a fear of flying.
Secondly candidates who were otherwise excellently equipped were
being turned down for Cranwell because of the high standard of visual
acuity which was demanded. An American applicant for entry pro-
duced the ruling that only British subjects should have the right of
entry to Cranwell.?°

The Secretary of the Air Ministry also deemed it advisable to write to
the headmasters of most public schoolsin September 1920 to point out
that the RAF was now an independent Service.?! It had an indepen-
dent Service academy and the pay and prospects for school entrants
were good. He was at pains to point out too that the unsatisfactory
flying training conditions of the RFC training camps in World War I
had been replaced by much more gradual training, ie, it was safer and
the number of accidents would be very small in future years.

We have some extended testimony from one witness who was very
much on the inside of the College in its first formative year. Mr S P B
Mais, who had been a member of Lord Hugh Cecil's committee, had left
his teaching post at Tonbridge School to become the first Professor of
English at Cranwell. His account of Cranwell life given in his book All
The Days of My Life is a bitter-sweet one. He acknowledged the enthus-
iasm and drive of the Commandant, Longcroft, ‘who appeared to be
obsessed by three passions—hunting, flying and Cranwell. He took me
over the station with much the same air of eagerness that a motor-
enthusiast would display while showing you his car.’

He also considered the officers a charming set of men, nearly all of
them regular Service men, either from the Army or the Navy. ‘There
was a useful element of university-bred men.’

He was not as enamoured of the way the College was run and
organized. Basically Mais felt that the cadets should be treated like
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undergraduates whereas the College authorities were keeping them
under somewhat severe discipline, including the maintenance of
bounds and roll call. Mais had to admit disillusionment over the
cadets’ reaction to his attempt to instill in them a love of English
literature. His debating society and play-reading society fell flat. He did
by hard work succeed in launching the first volume of the RAF Cadet
College Magazine published by Gale and Polden Ltd in September
1920 and attracted to its columns articles by Lord Hugh Cecil, Sir
Sefton Brancker, Sir Philip Game, a poem by Maurice Baring on
Daedalus and an article by C A P (Portal) on ‘The Cranwell Beagles'.
Perhaps because one section of the first entry had already a year’s
experience of disciplinary training in the Royal Navy and perhaps
because what the cadets wanted was to get into the air as quickly as
possible and resented other instruction as superfluous or inessential,
Mais could but conclude ‘I had lived among eighteen year olds for
twelve years, and I have never known more delightful types than some
of these Cadets; on the other hand I have never come across a duller,
more conventional or more listless type than some others.’ Perhaps it
was because the methods of the barrack square were carried into every
department of our lives.’ There was a shortage of books, even of paper,
and all the teething troubles of a new enterprise had to be endured.
Mais was an energetic and unconventional schoolmaster and he ran
foul of authority in a manner which was perhaps avoidable and
unfortunate. Some cadets’ essays criticizing the Cranwell system were
placed into the hands of the Commandant. The upshot is best told in
Mais’ own words. ‘It was owing to my passion for attending Meets that
Ilost my job in the RAF. The AOC had sent for me and I never got the
message as [ was out hunting. By the time I did see him the affair—
which could easily have been settled by him—had passed out of his
hands into the hands of Lord Londonderry who was not cognisant of
the circumstances.’?? Mais was replaced by Rupert de la Bere in April
1921 and de la Bere continued in post at Cranwell until 1938. But in
his first volume of the College Magazine, Mais made a major contri-
bution to Cranwell. He succeeded in getting the following inspiring
paragraphs from Mr Winston Churchill:
It pleases me very much to think that the RAF Cadet College is to have
a magazine of its own and I hope it will achieve the most complete
success. The Chief of the Air Staff has already sent you a message, the
sentiments expressed in which I entirely endorse. Nothing that has
ever happened in the world before has offered to man such an op-




portunity for individual personal prowess as the air fighting of the
Great War. Fiction has never portrayed such extraordinary combats,
such hairbreadth escapes, such absolute superiority to risk, such
dazzling personal triumphs. The devotion and courage of the airman
was no higher than that of his comrade on the land or on the sea; nor
were his trials or sufferings greater. But the battle to the death in the
high air called forth a combination, for the purposes of war, of spirit,
eye and hand more complete and more harmonious than any pre-
viously believed to be within the range of human nature.

It is to rival and no doubt to excel these feats of your forerunners in
the Service that you are now training yourselves, and I, for one, look
forward with confidence to the day when you who are now at the
College will make the name of the Royal Air Force feared and respected
throughout the world.

Lord Trenchard speaking to his biographer Andrew Boyle shortly
before he died said: ‘I thought they'd dislike Cranwell to start with, but
hoped that eventually they'd appreciate my intentions. Marooned in
the wilderness, cut off from pastimes they couldn’t organize for them-
selves, they would find life cheaper, healthier and more wholesome.’
Cranwell was far from the ‘vice and pleasure area’ of London and it

was a bleak camp with few traditions. But those traditions were
glorious ones from the RNAS and the RFC. Cranwell had one supreme
attraction to the cadets; it was a marvellous place for flying. Whatever
else it became or shall become Cranwell remains the home of primary
flying training, a venue for young fit men with abundant facilities for
healthy recreation.




Early Years at Cranwell
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From Lord Trenchard's private papers at Abdale House.
Air 8/10.

Extract from file A.13339 in Air 2/100. The other members of the
Committee under Lord Hugh Cecil were:
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From Trenchard's private napers at Abdale House. Longcroft soon found
himself in trouble when at a later date he proposed hunting and
Trenchard was bent on business only!
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Air 2/9381. Candidates for a King's Cadetship had to pass the normal
medical examination and the Civil Service Commission Entrance
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in action, died of wounds received in action or of diseases contracted
abroad orkilled as a result of a flying accident whilst on duty.

Sir Charles Wakefield (1859 —1941) 1st Viscount Wakefield of Hythe.
Who Was Who lists his benefactions.

The chemical treatment of the fabric for aircraft wings and fuselage to
increase tautness and efficiency took place in the ‘dope shed’.
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College Mess Secretary 1953—1965. He lived in Cranwell Village in his
retirement and maintained close links with the College.
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