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COVER ILLUSTRATION
Flying between the chimneys - with which the John 
Smith’s Tadcaster brewery was well endowed - was a 
popular pastime for pilots, although frowned upon by 
officialdom. Negotiation of these, not so man-made 
hazards, being regarded as a foolhardy and dangerous 
exercise- the late Charles Newham, a Tadcaster based 
pilot, admitted to having done this several times.
This sketch by Norman Appleton, shows what it must 
have been like.
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The original temporary ‘Bessonneau’1 hangars – of which there were at least 9 -  and 
accommodation were situated much closer to the hedge bordering the road which would 
later become the A64, thus allowing occupation and flying to take place whilst more 
permanent construction was taking place in the opposite field.
 
There were no surfaced runways at Tadcaster, so they used the grass fields. Nearby 
telegraph wires accounted for the loss of more than a few aircraft. On July 15th, 1918 the 
flying field was extended to encompass 200 acres, with extra hangers and other buildings 
having been erected.

Within the first years of its existence, the base saw many changes with a variety of 
squadrons moving ion and out and expansion of the site with six permanent hangars 
constructed – of which today but one remains. The headquarters for the airbase were in 
Headley Hall itself.

Work started on the Bramham Moor airfield in winter 1915, being completed in early 1916.It 
was originally used for home defence airfield. Up until 1918 it was known as RFC Bramham 
Moor when its name was changed to RAF Tadcaster upon the formation of the RAF on April 
1st, 1918.

1 Around 1908, the Bessonneau hangar was designed and manufactured by the French rope and canvas 
manufacturer Établissements Bessonneau, headed by Julien Bessonneau, and based at Angers. The hangar, 
then referred to as a Bessonneau tent, was first used in the area of Maine-et-Loire, and in 1910, specifically 
employed to protect aircraft participating in an air race from Angers to Saumur. By the start of the First 
World War, they were widely used by the Aéronautique Militaire, and as a consequence were adopted by 
the expeditionary forces of both the RNAS and the RFC to house aircraft in both Great Britain and France. 
Bessonneau hangars were used for temporary protection for aircraft pending construction and development 
of permanent hangars.(source Wikipedia).

THE PROJECT IN BRIEF
The project to record the life and times of the former Airbase that sits just outside Tadcaster 
and whose one remaining artefact – a large, black Hangar – is visible to all who drive along 
the A64 between Bramham Crossroads and Headley bar – was inspired by the initiative of 
the Heritage Lottery Fund deciding to fund community groups to write down their stories at 
the centenary of the end of World War One. 

Some of the stories around the airbase are known to a few in the vicinity – primarily those 
involved in Historical Societies such as those at Bramham and Tadcaster. Others may have 
been aware of the Commonwealth Graves in the local cemetery and remarked upon the 
number of Canadian pilots who must have been based here during the 1914-18 period.

However, many of those who we discussed the project idea with, particularly children and 
staff at Tadcaster Grammar School which not only sits on the Airbase’s doorstep but was 
actually the site of a crash landing during the war, knew nothing of its existence, let alone 
the role it played and those who served there.

So, it seemed only right to bring the scraps of stories together in one place, and to 
involve students in that research as much as possible. With much material available now 
via the Internet, it was possible to appeal to young people’s familiarity with this research 
methodology, as well as more physical ‘real world’ research at libraries, cemeteries, 
churches and other institutions.

The result is this booklet. It brings together existing materials into one place for the first time 
and tells a comprehensive story of the Airbase, as well as focusing on a few of the many 
who served there.

BRAMHAM MOOR AIRBASE
Bramham Moor Airfield was located just of the A64 near the town of Tadcaster, famous for 
the John Smith and Samuel Smith breweries. It was located to just to the south of Headley 
Hall and close to Toulston Lodge, which today serves as a part of Tadcaster Grammar 
School.

Tadcaster is a small town of some 7,000 inhabitants, located in the Selby district of North 
Yorkshire. Today it is bypassed by the A64, running between York and Leeds, with Tadcaster 
roughly equidistant between these two vibrant and historic cities.

The reason why the airfield was located here is not totally clear but it almost certainly came 
into being as a result of the German Zeppelins infiltrating as far inland as York, with the 
possibility they may have eventually penetrated further inlands towards the Leeds, Bradford, 
Sheffield area. 

Bramham Moor airfield opened operationally on 18th March 1916, with the arrival of B Flight 
of 33 Squadron of the Royal Flying Corps relocated from Kirton in Lindsey, Lincolnshire, 
for use as a Home Defence airfield but became more involved in training than operational 
duties. It was later re-named as RAF Tadcaster. 

The site for the Airbase was a large grass field, 1450 x 800 yards, cleared to create a landing 
ground and was equipped with various hangars and buildings. The site is at 170 feet above 
sea level and although it lies in something of a hollow, the escarpment to its north-east 
quickly drops away revealing the extent of the Vale of York towards, York and the Howardian 
Hills beyond.
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Between the years 1916 and 1919, many squadrons, reserve and training, came and went 
to Bramham Moor. 33 Squadron of the Royal Flying was the first to operate from the RFC 
Bramham moor airfield. The first training squadron to form there was No. 41 Training (Ex-
Reserve) Squadron in July 1916 as part of 8th Wing. In December of the same year No. 46 
Training Squadron came to Bramham Moor and stayed until July 1917. This was replaced 
by No. 14 and No. 68 Training Squadrons. In July 1918 these two training squadrons 
amalgamated to form No. 38 Training Depot Station.

The operational squadrons, 76 and 94 Squadrons moved to Tadcaster in 1919 but as cadre 
units and were soon disbanded. The airfield closed in December 1919.

A full and comprehensive description of the Airbase is contained in edition 71 of Airfield 
Focus, entitled RFC Bramham Moor, RAF Tadcaster, authored by David Taylor.

The maps 1 and 2 below show the site now and as it was in 1918.
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CHAPTER TWO:

A FEW OF THOSE  
WHO SERVED

This image was taken on the 30th of January 1919: 
There are roughly 400 people in this picture.
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CAPTAIN STEARNE  
TIGHE EDWARDS:
Edwards was born in Franktown, 
Ontario Canada on 13 February 1893. 
It was reported that Edwards walked 
two hundred miles from port Nelson 
where he was working as a railway 
construction worker to join 3 of his 
best friends at the outbreak of war. He 
joined the Royal Naval Air Service and 
obtained the ACA certificate on the 
13th of October 1915.

Edwards was posted in April 1916 to 
Eastchurch airfield in Kent, which was 
being used by the RNAS for target 
practice. Edwards moved around 
squadrons during the war including a 
posting with his best friend Arthur Roy 
Brown2, attaining 17 confirmed kills 
becoming one of the top aces in the 
war. 

His first raid was on Oct. 12, 1916, 
as 30 French and British aircraft 
attacked the Mauser works at 
Oberndorf am Neckar, Germany; he 
was airborne in formation for almost 
four hours. He would take part in 
five further attacks before March 
1917, when he was posted to No. 11 
(Naval) Squadron to train as a fighter 
pilot, then to No. 6 (Naval) Squadron 
to put his teachings into practice. 
He hated it, considering the 
commanding officer to be a tyrant. 
The solution came via another 
posting, to No. 9 (Naval) Squadron, 
in August 1917. One perk here was 
to be flying Sopwith Camels, one of 
the most effective fighters in British service. Another was to be reunited 
with Brown, his friend from Carleton Place.

The pressure eventually meant that Edwards suffered a nervous breakdown in May 1918 
and so had to be sent home to Canada. Edwards eventually recovered from the breakdown 
and was awarded the DSC Bar for conspicuous bravery and leadership of fighting against 
patrols of enemy aircraft on the 18th of June 1918, as reported in the London Gazette:

2 Roy Brown was officially credited with the shooting down (and death) of Manfred Albrecht Freiherr von 
Richthofen – the Red Baron – on 21 April 1918 over Allied territory in France, although evidence suggests 
Richthofen was hit by a single bullet fired from a machine gun in the trenches. See Appendix 1.

DISTINGUISHED SERVICE CROSS (DSC) BAR
LIEUT. (TEMPY. CAPT.) STEARNE TIGHE EDWARDS, D.S.C., R.A.F.
“For conspicuous bravery and most brilliant leadership of fighting patrols 
against enemy aircraft. On 2 May 1918, whilst leading a patrol of four scouts, 
he encountered a hostile formation of eight enemy scouts and drove down one 
enemy machine completely out of control. Soon afterwards, he engaged another 
formation of six enemy scouts, driving down one to its destruction whilst his patrol 
accounted for another. He only broke off the fight owing to lack of ammunition. 
He has destroyed or driven down out of control many enemy machines since he 
was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross, and has at all times shown the 
greatest gallantry and a fine offensive spirit.”

Supplement to the London Gazette, 21 June 1918 (30756/7304)

In October 1918 he was posted back to the No.38 Training Squadron as a trainer at 
Bramham Moor airfield. Edwards was injured in a flying accident on the 12th of November 
1918. He was unconscious when they lifted him from the wreckage and rushed him to 
York Hospital. Each day brought some improvement, but the doctors looked at one leg, 
despaired and finally amputated below the knee. The shock was too much. His life ended 

in the early hours of November 22, 1918. 
His personal effects included his poker 
chips, a dog-eared prayer book and a 
photograph of a girl.

His tombstone in Tadcaster erroneously 
states that he “died of injuries received 
on Armistice Day.” The mistake has been 
repeated elsewhere. In 1920, a memorial 
plaque was unveiled in the Carleton 
Place Presbyterian Church. It reads: 

“In proud and loving memory of 
Captain Stearne Tighe Edwards, DSC, 
Royal Air Force, who died of injuries 
received on Armistice Day, while in the 
service of his country. Faithful even 
unto death.”

In a fitting token of friendship, the 
man who drew the veil was Arthur 
Roy Brown. News of Stearne’s tragic 
accident was reported in the Perth 
Courier Ontario Canada on the 20th 
December 1918. 
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VICTORIES 

Date Time Unit Aircraft Opponent Location

01 Mar 1916  2N Sopwith 1½ Strutter (9422) EA (DES) Bruges

05 Sep 1917 0800 9N Sopwith Camel (B3829) Albatros C (OOC)4  Middelkerke

21 Sep 1917 1700 9N Sopwith Camel (B6217) DFW C (OOC)5 Zarren

23 Sep 1917 0730 9N Sopwith Camel (B6217) Albatros D.V (DES) Off Ostend

23 Sep 1917 0820 9N Sopwith Camel (B6217) Albatros D.V (DES) N of Dixmude

28 Sep 1917 1610 9N Sopwith Camel (B6217) Albatros D.V (DES)6  Dixmude

02 Oct 1917 1450 9N Sopwith Camel (B6217) Albatros C (OOC)7 E of Slype

27 Oct 1917 1435 9N Sopwith Camel (B6217) Albatros D.V (OOC)8 NE of Nieuport

03 Feb 1918 0840 9N Sopwith Camel (B6351) Albatros C (DES)9 Staden

02 Apr 1918 1115 209 Sopwith Camel (B7199) Albatros D.III (DES) S of Halluin

02 Apr 1918 1115 209 Sopwith Camel (B7199) Albatros D.III (OOC)10  S of Halluin

12 Apr 1918 1715 209 Sopwith Camel (B7199) C (CAP) W of Amiens

02 May 1918 1815 209 Sopwith Camel (B7199) Albatros D.V (OOC) Brie

02 May 1918 1845 209 Sopwith Camel (B7199) Albatros D.V (DES) Cayeux

15 May 1918 1045 209 Sopwith Camel (B7199) Pfalz D.III (OOC) E of Rosières

16 May 1918 1615 209 Sopwith Camel (B7199) Fokker DR.I (CAP)11 W of Corbie

19 May 1918 1100 209 Sopwith Camel (B7199) C (OOC) S of Albert

Edwards lies in the 
Tadcaster cemetery 
BIV G25

Name:  Stearne Tighe Edwards 
Awards: Distinguished Service   
 Cross (DSC)3 and bar
Country: Canada
Rank:  Captain
Service: Royal Naval Air Service,  
 Royal Air Force
Units: 2N, 6N, 9N, 11N; 3W   
 (RNAS); 209 (RAF)
Victories: 17

3 Distinguished Service Cross (DSC) awarded in recognition of his services on the following occasions:   
• On the 3rd September, 1917, with his flight he attacked a two-seater Aviatik. The enemy machine was   

observed to go down in a vertical nose dive, and the enemy observer was seen to collapse in the cockpit.
• On the 21st September, 1917, he drove a two-seater enemy machine down out of control.
• On the 23rd September, 1917, he attacked an Albatross scout, which crashed into the sea.
• On the same date he attacked three Albatross scouts. One got on the tail of another officer’s machine at 

very close range, shooting him up very badly. Flt. Cdr. Edwards attacked him from above, and the enemy 
machine turned on its back and went down in a vertical dive. He followed the enemy machine down to 
8,000 feet, when its wings came off, and it fell to the ground.

Supplement to the London Gazette, 2 November 1917 (30363/11320)

4  Shared with FSL Roy Brown, FSL Oliver Redgate, FSL Arthur Wood, FLt Fred Banbury
5  Shared with FSL Oliver Redgate
6  Shared with FSL Fred Banbury, FSL Oliver Redgate, FSL John Hales, FSL Merrill Taylor
7  Shared with FCdr Joseph Fall
8  Shared with FSL Francis Mellersh, FSL John Hales, FSL John Paynter, FSL Fred Banbury, FSL C A 

Narbeth (B3883), FSL Arthur Wood, FSL Merrill Taylor, FSL Harold Stackard
9  Shared with FSL Oliver Redgate
10  Shared with Joseph Siddall
11 Shared with Lt Merrill Taylor, Lt Wilfrid May
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THOMAS JOHN 
COLLIHOLE:
Collihole was an Air 
Mechanic Class 2 and 
he was serving with 
the No.28th Reserve 
Squadron Royal Flying 
Corps. Collihole died 
on the 13th of March 
1917 and details of his 
death are unknown. He is 
situated at the Tadcaster 
cemetery grave number 
CII, F10. 

Born in Plymouth, Devon 
on in 1877 to John 
Saunders Collihole,  
Thomas married Thirza 
Knott and had 3 children. 

Born in Chickney, Saskatchewan in Canada 
to Thomas Henry Theobald and Sarah 
Rebecca Theobald, Charlie Theobald 
was part of the RAF 38th Training Depot 
Squadron at Bramham Moor. Charles 
enlisted on the 30th of March 1916, but after 
suffering shell shock joined the Royal Flying 
Corps. It was reported that Theobald was 
training when at 7:20 he pulled out of a dive 
too sharply and a wing came off.  He died 
from this accident on the 26th of October 
in 1918. He was 26 years old. Theobald is 
buried at the Tadcaster Cemetery in grave 
BIV G24.

FLIGHT CADET CHARLES ‘CHARLIE’ 
SPURGEON THEOBALD:

Extract from the First World War Book of Remembrance.
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2ND LIEUTENANT ERNEST FULTON REYNOLDS:
Born on the 9th January 1897 in New Glasgow, Nova Scotia, Canada, Reynolds was 
part of the No. 46 Training Depot in Lincolnshire. 

On 10th December 1918, Reynolds was piloting his Sopwith Camel from South 
Carlton aerodrome, near Lincoln to Bramham Moor. As the aircraft approached 
Tadcaster the pilot became lost in thick fog and, before he could successfully land the 
aircraft flew into a tree near Towton at 15.20hrs and crashed. The crash was heard 
by a Miss Raper, of Towton, who went to the site and found the crashed aircraft. 
Unfortunately the pilot was trapped under the wreckage and she with two German 
prisoners of war, working nearby helped to free him though he had already died. 

Reynolds lies in BIV F24 in Tadcaster Cemetery next to Edwards and Theobald. He 
was 21 years old.

Extract from the First World War Book of Remembrance.
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SECOND LIEUTENANT ARTHUR DOUGLAS MOUNT STEPHEN MERCHANT:
Merchant was part of the No. 68 Training Squad. It is reported that he suffered an accident 
where he nose dived his Farman (Maurice) S.11 Shorthorn into the ground on the 13th of 
May 1917, aged 18. He was the son of  Ellen Merchant, of “Hazeldene,” 31, Westhorpe St., 
Putney, London, and John Merchant. He is buried in Fulford Cemetery in York.

Extract from the First World War Book of Remembrance.
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SECOND LIEUTENANT THOMAS HUGO FRENCH:
French was born at Roxwell in Essex on the 21 June 1895, the fourth son of George Dennis 
French, farmer, and Alice (nee Snow) of Utling Hall near Maldon in Essex. He was educated 
at the King’s School Canterbury from January 1904 to July 1911 where he was a member 
of the Officer Training Corps. He played for the Cricket XI in 1911, holding one of the school 
records.

On the 15th September 1914 Thomas enlisted at Westminster and was Private PSI1498 in 
the 18th Battalion Royal Fusiliers (City of London Regiment) (1st Public Schools), University 
and Public School Corps. Promoted to Lance Corporal on the 23rd November 1914 he then 
requested that he revert to the rank of Private on the 28th May 1915. He left Folkestone 
and crossed the channel with his battalion sailing on the SS Princess Victoria at 8.15 am 
on the 14th of November 1915 destination being Boulogne. Due to floating mines off the 
harbour they were diverted to Calais. He was promoted to unpaid Lance Corporal on the 4th 
February 1916.

His efficient shooting was recognised and on 6th March 1916 he applied for a commission, 
and returned from France on the 20th March 1916. He was posted to No. 4 Officer Cadet 
Battalion for officer training on the 24 March 1916. He was commissioned as a Temporary 
2nd Lieutenant in the Royal Flying Corps on the 5th August 1916. Appointed as a Flying 
Officer on the 15th December 1916 he was then posted to 46 Reserve Squadron based at 
RFC Bramham Moor the same day. His rank of 2nd Lieutenant was confirmed on the 24th 
December 1916.

On the 10th January 1917 he witnessed the crash of a FE2d aircraft from his base which 
killed Captain Rowland Burdon and his passenger, Lieutenant Frederick Harry Turner. He 
attended the inquest and upon giving evidence he said:

“Opening up the engine to go round 
again, and with the aircraft six to eight 
feet off the ground, the pilot appeared to 
leave his climb too late to clear a wood. A 
wing tip caught the top of the trees. The 
machine then rose above the trees until it 
lost all speed, and then nose dived into the 
ground, catching fire on impact. “

Three days later on the 13th January 1917 
he took off from Bramham Moor in a FE2d 
1947 with a 250 hp Rolls Royce engine 
when he was caught in a heavy snowstorm 
and was forced to descend. During his 
descent in poor visibility his machine 
crashed into trees at Ringhay Wood at 
Aberford near Leeds and caught fire, killing 
him instantly. 

His body rested at nearby Lotherton Hall 
Chapel before being taken to Essex for 
burial. He was 21 years old. Plaque at Lotherton Hall chapel

CHAPTER THREE:

THE AIRBASE  
TODAY
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In December 1919, Bramham Moor airfield, now re-maned RAF Tadcaster, was closed in 
after almost 4 years of service. The following report from the Yorkshire Post reports that 
the cost of constructing the airbase had been £100,000 and that, although neither RAF 
Tadcaster nor the nearby airbase at Sherburn-in-Elmet were to be retained for the post-war 
programme, one would be retained for civic purposes until “a more suitable aerodrome 
closer to the city of Leeds has been provided”. The airfield at Sherburn exists to this day 
and is used as a private flying club; the more suitable location is now the Leeds-Bradford 
Airport at Yeadon.

As for Bramham Moor, the farms that the land covered were eventually purchased, mostly 
from the Bramham Park Estate, by the University of Leeds for use by their Department of 
Agriculture after World War 2. The University still own and run the farms today.

At Headley Hall Farm, a housing scheme was approved in February 2009  for the change 
of use involving demolitions, alterations, extensions, recladding and new pitched roofs to 
existing farm buildings to form 3 two bed, 4 three bed and 2 four bed dwellings.

ABOVE: The 
hangar today
RIGHT: The 
hangar viewed 
from the air

The planning 
permission was 
later extended to 
December 2014 
but was never 
implemented and 
has since expired. 
Subsequently, a  
development proposal was brought forward for a new town to be located across the 
site, straddling the West and North Yorkshire borders. However, again, this development 
was never brought forward, despite considerable political support, with the University 
withdrawing its involvement in the plans.

Most recently, a Neighbourhood Development Plan was written by Bramham cum 
Oglethorpe Parish Council to direct all development in the parish from 2018-2033. This 
Plan, which forms a statutory part of the Leeds Local Plan, identifies the University of 
Leeds holdings as land where their agricultural research activity is encouraged, alongside 
the potential for limited development in the 3 farm’s built up areas and also encouraging 
the growth of sustainable energy as appropriate land use. This, alongside its Green Belt 
designation, would seem to ensure the continued quiet, rurality of the site for years to come.

The Yorkshire Post, Wednesday August 20, 1919
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FORMER AIRCRAFT HANGAR APPROXIMATELY 200 METRES  
SOUTH EAST OF HEADLEY HALL FARM

OVERVIEW
Heritage Category: Listed Building
Grade: II
List Entry Number: 1313179
Date first listed: 03-Dec-1986
Statutory Address: Former aircraft hangar approximately 200 metres south east of 
Headley Hall Farm, Spen Common Lane.

LOCATION
District: Leeds (Metropolitan Authority)
Parish: Bramham cum Oglethorpe
National Grid Reference: SE 44691 41325

DETAILS
Former aircraft hangar, now used as barn (etc). 1916, for Royal Flying Corps; slightly 
altered. Timber construction, with wall panels said to be of steel and concrete 
laminate, segmental roof with felted cladding. Large rectangular structure approx. 
50x30 metres, on east-west axis, with attached single-storey offices on north side. 
Laminated timber wall posts with external buttresses of the same construction, 
horizontal ties to these passing through the wall at mid-level and raked ties likewise 
passing through to the roof trusses, continuous small-paned glazing between 
these ties; full-height sliding doors at both ends (altered, and replaced or faced 
with corrugated iron sheeting), with vertical windows and central ventilator in the 
segmental gable.

Offices on north side of similar construction.

Interior: laminated timber roof trusses of segmental latticed girder construction, the 
outer end boarded, linked longitudinally by a pair of purlins mounted on the tie-
beams, carrying closely- spaced purlins and diagonally-boarded cladding (said to be 
cross-diagonal laminate); some original wall lettering in the bays. 
History: only surviving building of No 38 TDS (Training Depot Station), Tadcaster, 
opened in Spring of 1916 with arrival of B Flight of 33 Squadron, and later 46 Reserve 
Squadron, initially for air defence of Leeds Sheffield area; subsequently TDS (normally 
the largest 1st World War aerodromes, bases for squadrons mobilising for overseas 
service); closed June 1919, used as aircraft store, later sold. Item is good example 
of its type and date; same construction as at RAF Museum, Hendon, and Duxford 
Airfield, Cambridgeshire. 

References: Imperial War Museum (ref 105/SE/445 413) and Bruce Robertson 
Aviation Archaeology 2nd edition 1983 especially pp 41-44 and Appendix A.

In 1986, the remaining Belfast Truss Hangar was designated by English Heritage as a  
Grade II listed building, ensuring its longevity. The details of the listing are set out below:

APPENDICES
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American Pilot Recalls Day  
Red Baron Was Shot Down
By ROBERT H. HULL

LAS VEGAS, Nev. (AP) — Oliver Colin LeBoutillier, believed to be the only living 
survivor of the World War I dogfight that killed famous German ace “Red” Baron 
Manfred von Richthofen, says today’s pilots are better than the daredevils of 50 
years ago.

“They have to be,” says the Las Vegas businessman. “Their equipment is more 
sophisticated. I had 29 hours and one minute before I began flying combat in 1917 
and today to get a private ticket you have to have 50 hours.

“The kids flying today have the same spirit we did. They just have better equipment,” 
he reflects. He helped train U.S. pilots during World War II and later flew for 
Hollywood films.

LeBoutillier left his hometown of East Orange, N.J. to join the Canadian flying corps 
in 1917 to fight in France. Today he admits to being “something more than 70,” is 
actively running a Las Vegas pharmaceutical distributing company, and recently 
collaborated on a book covering the controversy surrounding who killed the Red 
Baron.

Richthofen shot down 80 Allied planes before he himself was shot down April 21, 
1918, over Allied territory in France.

LeBoutillier remembers the dogfight with absolute clarity, he says, because “it was 
the greatest fight of any war under any circumstances.”

Noting that Australian ground forces claimed credit for killing the Baron, LeBoutillier 
says it could also have been his fellow pilot, Capt. Roy Brown, who strafed the baron 
less than a minute before the Australians began firing from the ground. The Canadian 
RAF officially credits Brown.

“By God, I saw Brown’s tracer bullets hitting into the fuselage around the cockpit 
area. The baron turned his head, knew he had been fired on, and continued chasing 
another Canadian pilot, Lt. Wilfrid May.”

LeBoutillier said Richthofen may have lost his bearings because of the dogfight in an 
unusual easterly wind and because he was chasing May, a green pilot flying apart 
from the Allied formation.

APPENDIX 1
Eleven Sopwith Camels of the Allied air forces tied into 27 German planes of 
Richthofen’s so-called Flying Circus on the famous day, says LeBoutillier.
“We all came back that day on both sides—except Richthofen.

“When we took off the weather was just clearing. It had been bad. Still there was 
some haze and fog.

“We took off and climbed to an altitude of 12,000 feet heading to the southern end 
of our sector. In about 30 minutes we reached this position and bumped into these 
aircraft and got tangled with them.

“Everybody was mixed up. I never saw so many German triplanes in my life! I got 
right in the middle of ‘em.

“They were all pulling in and out, circling around, but no one crashed into another. 
It’s one of those things of fate that happened, destiny or something, but all of us got 
away with it. Everyone came back except Baron von Richthofen.

“I broke off because there were so many after me and some of the other Camels. I 
was a couple of thousand feet above Brown and May. I noticed that Brown came in 
to make a pass at the red triplane. The red triplane was chasing Lt. May low, over 
our lines along the Somme River. I could see Brown’s tracer bullets hitting the red 
triplane in and around the cockpit area.

“I was above and to the left. Brown made his pass and pulled up in a climbing turn 
to the left. In doing so his right wing blanked out his view of the red triplane. It was 
about 25 to 30 seconds later that the red triplane seemed to slow down and make a 
shallow turn to the right and glide down.”

During the battle May, following orders, had been staying at 12,000 feet but could 
not resist temptation. Several times German planes in the dogfight below zoomed 
back up near his position. On one such occasion, May disregarded his orders and 
dove on a German plane. His dive took him right down into the middle of the fight 
and his guns had jammed. Realizing he was in real trouble he spun down lower, 
flattened out over the Somme River and headed for home, recalls LeBoutillier.
That was when the triplane that had been milling around in the fight spotted May’s 
Camel and took out after him, says LeBoutillier, chased by Brown.

He made his pass on the red triplane near the town of Vaux.

“When Richthofen’s plane passed over the 53rd Battery it made, more or less, 
a flat turn, wobbled a bit, then glided to the ground. From all reports, it’s a good 
possibility that von Richthofen was dead before his plane hit the ground.”

LeBoutillier says he dropped from 2,000 feet to around 300 feet, witnessed 
Richthofen’s last minute in the air, and returned to his base. It was not until hours 
later that he and others of his squadron knew that the pilot of the red triplane was 
Germany’s ace of aces, Rittmeister Cavalry Capt. Baron Manfred von Richthofen.

News Journal - Sunday, October 25, 1970
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APPENDIX 2 
 THE ROYAL FLYING CORPS

The Royal Flying Corps (RFC) was the air arm 
of the British Army before and during the First 
World War until it merged with the Royal Naval 
Air Service on 1 April 1918 to form the Royal Air Force. During the early part of the war, the 
RFC supported the British Army by artillery co-operation and photographic reconnaissance. 
This work gradually led RFC pilots into aerial battles with German pilots and later in the war 
included the strafing of enemy infantry and emplacements, the bombing of German military 
airfields and later the strategic bombing of German industrial and transport facilities.

With the growing recognition of the potential for aircraft as a cost-effective method of 
reconnaissance and artillery observation, the Committee of Imperial Defence established 
a sub-committee to examine the question of military aviation in November 1911. On 28 
February 1912 the sub-committee reported its findings which recommended that a flying 
corps be formed and that it consist of a naval wing, a military wing, a central flying school 
and an aircraft factory. The recommendations of the committee were accepted and on 13 
April 1912 King George V signed a royal warrant establishing the Royal Flying Corps. The 
Air Battalion of the Royal Engineers became the Military Wing of the Royal Flying Corps a 
month later on 13 May.

At the start of World War I the RFC, commanded by Brigadier-General Sir David Henderson, 
consisted of five squadrons – one observation balloon squadron (RFC No 1 Squadron) and 
four aeroplane squadrons. These were first used for aerial spotting on 13 September 1914 
but only became efficient when they perfected the use of wireless communication at Aubers 
Ridge on 9 May 1915. Aerial photography was attempted during 1914, but again only 
became effective the next year. By 1918, photographic images could be taken from 15,000 
feet and were interpreted by over 3,000 personnel. Parachutes were not available to pilots of 
heavier-than-air craft in the RFC – nor were they used by the RAF during the First World War 
– although the Calthrop Guardian Angel parachute (1916 model) was officially adopted just 
as the war ended. By this time parachutes had been used by balloonists for three years.
 
On 17 August 1917, South African General Jan Smuts presented a report to the War Council 
on the future of air power. Because of its potential for the ‘devastation of enemy lands 
and the destruction of industrial and populous centres on a vast scale’, he recommended 
a new air service be formed that would be on a level with the Army and Royal Navy. The 
formation of the new service would also make the under-used men and machines of the 
Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) available for action on the Western Front and end the inter-
service rivalries that at times had adversely affected aircraft procurement. On 1 April 1918, 
the RFC and the RNAS were amalgamated to form a new service, the Royal Air Force (RAF), 
under the control of the new Air Ministry. After starting in 1914 with some 2,073 personnel, 
by the start of 1919 the RAF had 4,000 combat aircraft and 114,000 personnel in some 150 
squadrons.
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Our thanks go to the following for their support and work in completing this project:
•	Royal	Air	Force	Museum	Story	Vault
•	 Airfield	Focus	71:	RFC	Bramham	Moor	and	RAF	Tadcaster	–	David	Taylor
•	Airhistory.org.uk
•	Wartimememoriesproject.com	
•	 Everyoneremembered.org
•	 Veterans	Affairs	Canada/The	Canadian	Virtual	War	Memorial
•	Canadian	Great	War	Project
•	Bramham	Archive	/	Historic	Bramham	/	Neil	Ferres
•	Barwick	in	Elmet	Historical	Society
•	Barwicker	no.125	Winter	2017	(Pauline	Robson)
•	 Tadcaster	Historical	Society
•	Cross	and	Cockade	International
•	 Leeds	University
•	 Legion	Magazine	(September	2015,	Hugh	Halliday)
•	CarletonPlace.com
•	Historic	England

Students of Tadcaster Grammar School: Ben Heales, Sam Kitching, Rion Taylor Marks,  
Theo McMenamine, Robert Thornton, Rob Weight.

Cookie Graphic Design for the final editing, design and production.

David Gluck, CEO, Tadcaster and Rural Community Interest Company
December 2020

APPENDIX 3 
CREDITS AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

CALLING ALL YEAR 9 AND 10 HISTORIANS!
 
An exciting new project has come up for the school to work with local social enterprise, 
Tadcaster & Rural Community Interest Company and the Heritage Lottery Fund.

As I’m sure you are aware, throughout 2018 our nation has been remembering the 
centenary of the end of World War 1. But did you know that we had a WW1 RAF 
Airbase right on our school’s doorstep?
 
We are looking for students to get involved in a local history project which will 
investigate the lives, stories and history of the airmen and women who were based at 
the First World War Airbase at Headley Hall. We want to compile as much material as 
possible about life at the airbase – who flew there and to where? How many lost their 
lives? Where did they come from? And are the stories of biplanes flying between the 
towers of our local breweries fact or fiction?!

The project will run from the start of the new term to the end of the school year in July 
2019. If you are interested in becoming part of the project team, please speak to Mr 
Crease in the History Department before the end of the Christmas holidays and sign 
up!
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