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FeatureAviation pioneer

75 years since 
Frank Whittle 
thrust Britain 
into the jet age

INVENTOR: Air Cdre Sir Frank Whittle with his W1 engine at RAFC Cranwell in 1962

PROUD SON: Ian Whittle, centre, at 
an exhibition about his father at RAFC 
Cranwell’s Heritage Centre

Last month saw the 75th anniversary of the 
first flight of a British jet aircraft designed by 

former RaF pilot sir Frank Whittle.
on  may 15, 1941, the prototype Gloster 

E28/39, powered by a W1 engine, flew 
for 17 minutes from RaF Cranwell, 
achieving speeds of up to 350 mph.

the achievement meant that Britain 
had entered the jet age and less than 
two years later the first jet fighter 
operated by the RaF – the Gloster 
meteor – flew for the first time from 
Cranwell.

the technology revolutionised aviation 
and laid the foundations for the development of 
today’s RaF supersonic typhoons that protect the 

UK and its interests round the clock, 365 days a 
year.

It was also a personal triumph for Whittle, 
pictured inset left, who was born the son of a 

mechanic in Coventry on June 1, 1907.
he joined the RaF as an apprentice 

in 1923 and was a trainee pilot at 
Cranwell from 1926-28, where he wrote 
a thesis entitled Future Developments 
in aircraft Design, which argued that 
piston engines and propellers were 

things of the past.
he retired from the RaF in 1948 with 

the rank of air Commodore, was knighted the 
same year and went to work in america shortly 
afterwards. he died on august 9, 1996.

FoRmER RaF aircraft 
apprentice sir Frank 
Whittle is credited with 
being the inventor of 

the turbojet engine. a man of 
prodigious talent, engineering 
knowledge and determination, his 
invention stimulated a revolution 
in civil and military aviation. 

The son of a mechanical 
engineer, Frank Whittle was born 
in Coventry in June 1907. He 
went to Leamington College and 
soon developed an aptitude for 
engineering and an interest in 
flying. He spent many hours in the 
local library learning about steam 
and gas turbines.

In January 1923, having passed 
the entrance examinations, he 

reported to Halton as an aircraft 
apprentice but was found medically 
unfit for service. Returning some 
months later, he was accepted and 
joined No. 2 School of Technical 
Training at RAF Cranwell, where 
he trained as an aircraft fitter 
spending much of his spare time 
with the Model Aircraft Society, an 
activity that was to have a profound 
influence on his later career.  

After three years he was awarded 
one of five cadetships to the RAF 
College Cranwell, where he trained 
as a pilot. Whilst at the College, he 
wrote a revolutionary thesis entitled 
Future Developments in Aircraft 
Design. The paper discussed the 
possibilities of rocket propulsion 
and of gas turbines driving 
propellers, although it stopped 
short of proposing the use of the 
gas turbine for jet propulsion.

He graduated in the summer 
of 1928, when he was assessed as 
an above average to exceptional 
pilot. He was posted to 111 
Squadron flying the Siskin fighter 

before being selected to attend the 
Central Flying School to train as an 
instructor.

In his spare time he developed 
his idea of a gas turbine to produce 
a propelling jet, rather than driving 
a propeller.

He was called to the Air 
Ministry to explain his ideas but 
an ‘expert’ poured scorn on them. 
Nevertheless, Whittle took out a 
patent.

In the summer of 1932, Whittle 
was sent on an engineering course 

at RAF Henlow where his ability as 
an engineer was soon realised and 
he was selected to attend a two-
year course at Peterhouse College, 
Cambridge where, in 1936, he took 
a First in the Mechanical Sciences 
Tripos. During this time his patent 
lapsed and without Air Ministry 
support he and two retired RAF 
officers and colleagues formed 

Power Jets Ltd to build Whittle’s 
engine. He received permission to 
serve as honorary chief engineer 
and technical consultant, providing 
there was no conflict with his 
official duties.

Despite limited funding, a 
prototype of his jet engine was built 
and it first ran on April 12, 1937.  
Following this success there was 
sudden official interest but the Air 
Ministry gave him a paltry £1900 

for further development. This was 
later increased to £6000 as war 
clouds gathered. 

With the outbreak of war in 
September 1939, the project got a 
further lease of life but, over the next 
two years, Whittle had to contend 
with a variety of bureaucratic 
problems and delays, including 
the Air Ministry by-passing him in 
their desire to produce a jet fighter.  

With the support of Lord 
Beaverbrook, Minister of Aircraft 
Production, Whittle persevered.  
Finally, on May 15, 1941 the 
jet-propelled Gloster-Whittle 
E28/39 flew successfully from 
RAF Cranwell to become Britain’s 
first jet-powered aircraft. Its 
performance exceeded that of 
any other conventional propeller-
driven aircraft. This moment of 
history thrust Britain into the jet 
age and it was to revolutionise the 
aviation industry.

After a tour of the USA, where 
he helped General Electric 

to overcome difficulties in the 
development of his engine for their 
first jet aircraft, the development of 
the jet engine in Britain gathered 
pace with Rolls-Royce becoming 
involved. Fearing that the industry 
would capitalise on the pioneering 
discoveries of Power Jets for 
nothing, he suggested it should be 
nationalised, a decision he would 
later regret.

Six months later he was 
promoted to Air Commodore and 
he had the satisfaction, in July 
1944, of seeing the RAF introduce 
the Gloster Meteor jet fighter into 
RAF service with 616 Squadron, 
and engaging the V-1 flying bombs 
over Kent.

In 1946 he was appointed as 
the Technical Advisor on engine 
production and design at the 
Ministry of Supply but ill-health 
forced him to retire in 1948.

In 1976 he settled in the United 
States, where he died in August 
1996.

Whittle was a pioneer who 
suffered years of obstruction 

from the authorities and lack 
of funding for, and faith in, his 
brilliant ideas. He always believed, 
and with every justification, that 
had he been taken seriously, Britain 
would have been able to develop 
jets before World War II. The Daily 
Telegraph in its obituary of Sir Frank 
described him as ‘the greatest aero-
engineer of the twentieth century’. 

He was appointed CBE in 1944, 
CB in 1947 and was knighted a 
year later. He was also made a 
Commander of the US Legion of 
Merit. In 1986, he received the 
United Kingdom’s most prestigious 
award, the Order of Merit.

HISTORY IN THE MAKING: 
Britain’s first jet, the Gloster 

E28/39, takes to the skies at 
RAF Cranwell on May 15, 1941


