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Introduction

During the Second World War, Australia's close air support (CAIRS) doctrine was largely
derived from that of the Royal Air Force (RAF). An examination of how RAF CAIRS doctrine
evolved and functioned is therefore essential to an understanding of Australian land/air
operations in this period. Although CAIRS had been an important feature of the combined
arms battles on the Western Front during 1918, in the inter-war period the growth of an
independent air force and rapid changes in aeronautical technology made the inter-
relationship between land and air warfare a highly contentious issue for both services. After
the Second World War, Field Marshal Viscount Slim, a soldier with a sound understanding of
land/air operations, believed that, while the Burma campaign had been a triumph of land/air
warfare, its successful execution had been dependent upon the utmost co-operation between
soldiers and airmen." In particular, he was aware of the way the mechanics of interservice
rivalry affected the level of co-operation between land and air forces.” He further observed
that 'In peace, the function of tactical air support of land operations is apt to fade, but in war
its urgency will increase'.® This paper explores the problems surrounding the development of
CAIRS doctrine during the 1920s and 1930s and the early years of the Second World War. It
examines air/ground operational thinking in the British Army and the RAF, with particular
attention to how inter-service rivalries and tensions had a serious impact on CAIRS doctrine
as the army and air force underwent the difficult transition from peace to war.*

'A Poor, Undeveloped, Cinderella of a Thing®

In June 1941, General TA Blamey, who was then both Deputy Commander-in-Chief Middle
East and Commander of the 2nd AlF, sent a letter to the Minister for the Army, FM Forde,
on.the subject of air support for the AlF. 'l wish', wrote Blamey, 'to state in the most emphatic
terms that it is essential to have an air component of bomber and fighter aircraft as part of the
organisation of an army Corps'.®> The disastrous evacuation from Greece and Crete was fresh
in his memory.® The Australians and New Zealanders had been roughly handled by the
Germans and Blamey was concerned that, 'they have been literally blasted off the ground and
machine gunned from the air without seeing any effort in reply. It must be anticipated that they
will go into action against the Germans next time with an exaggerated opinion of the German
Air Force'.” Blamey wanted Forde and the Australian War Cabinet to press the British so that
air support provided by the RAF would begin to match the 'unity of action' which the
Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe had demonstrated so effectively in Greece.?

The reason for the AlF's dependence on the RAF for air support was that the Royal Australian
Air Force (RAAF) was only a small 'tactical' force—comprising at the beginning of the war
only 12 squadrons of obsolescent aircraft.” Throughout the war, the commitment of all
Australian Governments to the Empire Air Training Scheme kept the RAAF small and meant
that 'thousands of young men were "surrendered" to the control of the RAF, and fought their
war over ... Germany'." In the 1920s and 1930s, the RAAF, like its British counterpart, had
faced many threats to its independence.'! During this period Alan Stephens believes that the
'Army was concerned more with the place and control of air power in the defence of Australia
than with the size of the RAAF.* At the heart of the request which Blamey put to the
Australian War Cabinet was the question of who should control air assets.



While it is possible to see in Blamey's letter the perpetuation of the pre-war inter-service
rivalries, it is also worth examining the AIF'S experience in Greece to understand why air
support had become such an issue for the senior Australian commander. The small RAF
forces in the Middle East could commit only eight squadrons—80 aircraft—to the campaign in
Greece, though 23 squadrons were promised to support a ground component of 58,000
(mainly Australian and New Zealand) troops.® In early April 1941, when the Germans
attacked with 15 divisions (approximately 255,000 troops and over 1000 aircraft), the RAF's
strength in Greece was still only nine squadrons. The size and frequency of attacks by the
Luftwaffe were in marked contrast to the performance of the RAF.'* In the absence of any
response by friendly aircraft, Blamey supposed that the RAF 'must be doing good work
elsewhere', while the British commander, Sir Henry Maitland Wilson, later admitted that "by
some misunderstanding” he had left Cairo with the impression that more aircraft would be

available'.®

Indeed, the RAF squadrons committed to Greece acquitted themselves well under very
difficult circumstances.™ However, as a service, the RAF in Greece was often doctrinaire and
uncooperative.’” The RAF Commander in Greece, Air Vice Marshal D'Albiac, believed that
'direct support to the Army was not "a proper use of air power"."® Just as in France and
Norway the year before, the RAF did not see its task as engaging battlefield targets; this
despite the fact that, apart from a few Wellington bombers, the aircraft in Greece, mainly
Blenheim Mkls, Gladiators, some Blenheim MkIVs and Hurricanes, could have done useful
service in co-operation with the ground forces. Following his experiences in Greece, Sir lven
Mackay stated in a report to the Australian Government that,

There is certainly provision, on paper, for co-operation between the Air Force and the
Army. There has been considerable co-operation in reconnaissance and to a lesser
extent in Close Support. In fact, however, compared with other efforts of the Army
and Air Force, this co-operation is a poor, undeveloped, 'Cinderella’ of a thing and in
the eyes of the Army, help from the Air Force is given only grudgingly.*®

To understand how this situation had developed, it is necessary to review the development of
RAF doctrine and the state of Army/Air Force relations in the two decades between the end of
the First and the beginning of the Second World War.

'The Air Staff's View'

During the inter-war period, and especially under the leadership of Sir Hugh Trenchard from
1919-1929, the doctrinal focus of the RAF was strategic bombing. This was, in part, a
response to its own struggle for survival as an independent service. In strategic bombing the
RAF had found a concept of operation and a mission which not only sustained its claims to
autonomy, but, increasingly in the 1930s, also enjoyed widespread support from both
politicians and an electorate which believed that bombers represented a credible deterrent to
Nazi Germany.”® Under Trenchard, the RAF had become a strategic force, based on bomber
aircraft. However, for most of the period, the lack of a credible threat meant that strategic
bombing and deterrence remained largely theoretical propositions.*

In 1937, despite the evidence available from the Spanish Civil War, where the use of aircraft
on the battlefield was a common practice, the Chief of the Air Staff, Sir Cyril Newell, felt
confident in saying that the employment of air power in this role was a 'gross misuse of air
forces'—words echoed in Greece by D'Albiac.”” Indeed, even after the Germans had
demonstrated the effectiveness of close co-operation between land and air forces in Poland,
a memorandum of November 1939 stated that,

the Air Staff's view—which is based on a close study of the subject over many
years—is as follows: The true function of bomber aircraft in support of an Army is to
isolate the battlefield from reinforcement and supply, to block and delay the
movement of reserves, and generally to create disorganisation and confusion behind
the enemy front, but neither in attack nor in defence should bombers be used on the
battlefield itself, save in exceptional circumstances. All experience in war proves that



such action is not only very costly in casualties, but normally uneconomical and
ineffective, compared with the results of the correct employment of aircraft on the
lines above.”

This memorandum describes a mission referred to today as Battlefield Air Interdiction (BAI).
BAl is well suited to bombers and does not require the detailed integration of land and air
forces necessary for CAIRS. Even so, the official RAF view held that CAIRS tactics, if
required, needed no specialised training. In 1939 the Assistant Chief of the Air Staff claimed
that 'fundamentally, all bomber training was the same and that the nature of the objective had
little effect on the methods employed'.** Despite such assurances, after one Army/Air Force
exercise, conducted just six months prior to the outbreak of war, Wavell felt that the poor
bombing results showed how little consideration the RAF had given to the problem of support
of ground operations. In fact, he doubted whether the pilots had been trained for CAIRS.?

The Lessons of the Great War

The Army, for its part, was not blameless in neglecting interservice co-operation. In the 1920s
and 1930s, the Army returned to its pre-war role of imperial policing. Brian Bond and
Williamson Murray believe that the regimental system was both the great strength of the
British Army during the inter-war period and its Achilles' Heel. Although it engendered great
unit loyalty and cohesion—important qualities on the battlefield—it created a 'them and us'
syndrome, which made it impossible to standardise doctrine and training, and achieve the
close tactical integration of arms and,

If there was little conception of inter-arms cooperation, there was virtually no
preparation in the army to integrate the other services into tactical doctrine. The army
was scarcely more interested in close air support than was the RAF.*®

Certainly, one RAF officer with pre-war experience in Army cooperation matters wrote, 'it was
quite impossible to make the Army believe that we could contribute anything worthwhile to the
land battle.””

During a combined exercise in 1928, Wing Commander Leigh-Mallory was approached by
some lieutenant colonels with a request to carry out low level attacks. He did so, and as a
result 'Thlis cooperation earned him a formal complaint from the Army Council to the Air
Council. The attacks he made, according to this ... document, "were so excessively low ... that
the morale of the troops, especially the infantry, was badly shaken by his head scraping and
ear splitting dives".”® The full ramifications of these words seem to have been lost on the
respective staffs and all Leigh-Mallory got for his trouble was a dressing down from the Air
Staff. In fairness to the authorities, it should be said that peacetime exercises stress safety
over realism—perhaps another reason why during peace the ‘function of tactical air support of
land operations is apt to fade'.

The ambivalence of official Army opinion to close air support may best be judged by a
sentence in the 28-page pamphlet, Notes on Lessons of the Great War, published in 1934.
On the subject of cooperation between land and air forces in the attack, it stated: 'The
addition of low flying assault fighters as maintained by some foreign countries is also worthy
of consideration'.”® Nothing highlights the poor state of interservice relations better than the
tone of this sentence, which carries the implication that 16 years after the war the British, who
pioneered and refined close air support, had come to view it as a 'foreign' practice.



The Duality of Army and Air Force'

This poor record of practical cooperation was not entirely universal and, despite hostility and
indifference on both sides, in the 1920s and 1930s individual RAF and Army units worked
closely together in various parts of the Empire. However, even here the two services had
engaged in rivalry. In 1922, when warning leaflets and a few bombs subdued a tribal rising in
Irag for the modest sum of £10,000, Trenchard had been quick to use this victory to advance
the cause of RAF autonomy.® Politicians, eager to reduce the costs of imperial policing, were
keen to substitute large military garrisons with RAF units. In the 1920s, when the defence
budget was so meagre, this policy of air control was not popular with the Army.*" In practice,
the bombing and strafing of villages from the air was not sufficient to deter the most rebellious
tribes and many such operations were combined Army/ RAF affairs. Of one such expedition
on the North West Frontier in 1935 the RAF's air power theorist, Wing Commander JC
Slessor, later wrote that it anticipated some of 'the principles of land/air warfare which
crystallised in the Desert fighting of 1942 and 1943'.%

This statement was perhaps true only with the benefit of hindsight. On his return to England,
where he co-authored a manual entitled Employment of Air Forces in the Field (EAF), Slessor
used very little of his colonial experience.** For example, while EAF concedes that 'low flying
attacks' could have valuable morale and material effects (they were often used with great
effect on native insurgents in Iraq and the North West Frontier of India), it goes on to state
that 'Troops deployed are not a suitable target for fighters, nor should fighters be used to
attack objectives which can be engaged by artillery or machine guns'.** Indeed, the single
most important influence on EAF (which was published in September 1938) was Slessor's
major work on air power theory, Air Power and Armies (1936), which was a study of land/air
warfare in the European context.

After 1925, the provisions of the Treaty of Locarno compelled the British to begin considering
the role of air power in supporting the expeditionary force they were obliged to send to the
Continent to guarantee the borders of France, Germany and Belgium. The prospect of this
contingency placed greater emphasis on combined operations. Air Power and Armies was
based on lectures which Slessor had given as an instructor at the Army Staff College,
Camberley. Its aim was to consider the specific circumstances in which it would be 'necessary
to send an Army and an Air expeditionary force to fight in an overseas theatre of war'.*® In
keeping with the doctrinal focus of the RAF, Air Power and Armies stresses the role of a
'resolute bombing offensive' against enemy cities and industry to achieve victory. Slessor
argued against the dedication of specific air assets to the land battle, because he believed
that the inherent flexibility of air power allowed it to be concentrated at the decisive point,
which in the RAF's view would generally be found beyond the battlefield.*

Indeed, he says that 'the aeroplane is not a battle-field weapon' (italics in the original).*” While
he does concede that, 'There are, of course, exceptions to this rule', he qualifies this in words
which anticipate EAF:

... the general rule holds good. In theory a sound economy of force should require
that a highly mobile weapon like an aeroplane should not be used to engage targets
which can equally well be taken on by other less mobile weapons on the ground.*®

Air Power and Armies gave the air force view of how '‘combined’ operations ought to be
conducted. Essentially, it was an analysis of the role of the strategic Independent Air Force in
the First World War. Higham calls it 'a textbook' designed to teach the conduct of tactical air
operations.*® The intended student was the Army!*

In a 1923 memorandum Trenchard had pointed out, with reference to the First World War, the
differences between RAF and Army doctrine:

The Army policy was to defeat the enemy Army—ours to defeat the enemy nation.
The Army only defeated the enemy Army because they could not get at the enemy
nation. We must avoid our policy being affected by the policy of the Army.*



Like other air power theorists of the inter-war period, Trenchard clearly believed that air power
could win a war on its own, by attacking the infrastructure of the enemy nation.** Air Power
and Armies is an interpretation of this doctrine at the tactical level.* Although it made
considerable progress towards a philosophy for combined land/air operations, its focus was
on attacking enemy communications and logistics, ie targets behind the battlefield. In this, it
should rightly be seen as the intellectual antecedent of EAF and, like that document, it
established a sound theoretical basis for general principles of inter-service co-operation.
However, while EAF addressed the problems of command and control, the types of air force
missions required by the Army and orders for air action, its weakness, from the Army's
viewpoint, lay in its failure to deal with such practical matters as the co-location of air and land
commanders throughout the chain of command and an almost complete lack of provision for
CAIRS. In any case, EAF could alter neither the force structure of the RAF, nor the
considerable ill feeling and mistrust which had built up between the two services over 20
years.** The British official history notes that in 1939, 14 years after Locarno, the RAF had
made almost no 'provision for air participation in large scale land operations or for the
dispatch of large mobile air forces overseas' (italics in the original).*®

In Norway, France and Greece the failure of air support to the ground forces was almost total.
It was a failure which can be directly attributed to the neglect of joint doctrine and a
corresponding deficiency in joint training. Wavell, as Commander-in-Chief of the hard pressed
British and Commonwealth forces in the Middle East, found that he had neither land nor air
forces sufficient to meet operational requirements in this huge theatre. In a signal to Sir John
Dill, the new Vice Chief of the Imperial General Staff, Wavell stressed that he had 'never
ceased to state the principal requirement in this part of the world is a stronger Air Force; and |
have no doubt that it is realised, and will be remedied as soon as possible. Also the duality of
Army and Air Force in this theatre raises all sorts of complications as regards to planning ...
but | see no remedy to this at present."*®

The Urgency of War

The defeats in Greece and Crete had further strained the already tense relationship between
the RAF and the Army.*" British soldiers had taken to calling the RAF 'the Royal Absent
Force' but the Australians had a far worse interpretation for this acronym!*® In the Middle East,
senior Army officers such as Blamey demanded the allocation of air assets to Army
formations. On 9 July 1941 the Australian War Cabinet discussed the command and control
of air assets in the light of Blamey's reports on the fighting in Greece. They decided, on the
basis of his reports, that fighters, bombers and reconnaissance aircraft should be placed
under the direct command of Army Corps and a strongly worded cablegram to that effect was
despatched to the Dominions Office in London.*” The reply from London contained a
restatement of the requirement for the RAF's independence, which pointed out that the
proportion of aircraft allocated to any operation was determined by the prevailing
circumstances in the Middle East. The third paragraph of this cablegram listed very cogent
reasons why, in order to make the most effective use of the RAF's limited resources, this
centralised control of air assets was necessary. Significantly, the message ended by pointing

out that the question of air support to the Army was at present under active consideration'.*

In Britain, 'active consideration' was taking place at the level of the service chiefs. Portal
(Chief of the Air Staff) and Brooke (Chief of the Imperial General Staff). The debate was
acrimonious, as both men had been operating under the misapprehension that the British and
Commonwealth forces in the Middle East enjoyed great air superiority over the Axis forces.>
In May, BREVITY, an operation designed to relieve the Axis siege of Tobruk, failed. That
month, Longmore (the senior RAF officer in the Middle East), was sacked and replaced by his
deputy, Tedder. In June another attempt, BATTLEAXE, suffered the same fate. Although air
support was not the key reason for these two failures, frustration heightened the tensions
between the services. In the opinion of one airman, 'The Army's scapegoat for all their failures
was "lack of air support” ... [their familiar request was] ... "If you can keep the enemy air off
our backs that's all we ask, we can cope with the rest!"** In July, Wavell became Churchill's
scapegoat for the recent operational failures and was replaced by Auchinleck. At about the
same time, Air Vice Marshal Coningham assumed command of the Western Desert Air Force.



Under these new commanders, the duality which had characterised Army/RAF operations in
the Middle East during 1940 and early 1941 was transformed into a unity of action. It should
also be noted that, between July and the end of the year, their material situation was
considerably improved over that of their predecessors, with both the Army and the RAF
receiving reinforcements and replacements. Significantly, on the air support front these
included the first Hurricanes equipped as fighterbombers. However, together with these
guantitative improvements came crucial progress in the quality of the relationship between the
Army and the RAF. In outline this development was attributable to four main factors:

1. Firm political direction. In September, Churchill broke the impasse concerning the control of
air assets. His was a compromise solution which allowed the RAF the flexibility to apply
maximum force at the most critical point. Never more', said Churchill, 'must the ground troops
expect, as a matter of course, to be protected against the air by aircraft'. >* This gave the RAF
the unity of command it required to win the air superiority battle. For its part, the Army
received a commitment that it would have a say in the targets which the air force attacked
both before and during battle.

2. Closer command relationships. This occurred through initiatives which helped to develop a
greater sense of corporate purpose. Churchill had stated that, '‘As the interests of the two Cs-
in-C are identical it is not thought that any difficulty should arise.** With the changes in
command, the relationship between the two services improved through closer contacts at all
levels in the chain of command. Auchinleck and Tedder enjoyed good relations from the
start>> Coningham and Ritchie (GOC Eighth Army) formed a joint headquarters, which allowed
both services to process requests for air support with a minimum of delay. The appointment of
Army Air Liaison Officers (ALOs) to RAF units enabled both services to get a better idea of
the respective difficulties of operations on land and in the air.>®

3. Improved communications. This factor is closely related to the developments in closer
command relationships. It greatly facilitated the handling of requests for air support, with
minimum delays via dedicated radio networks. These made the whole process faster and
enabled timely intervention of aircraft in the land battle, thus significantly improving
opportunities for the coordination of RAF and Army efforts.

4. Experimentation with procedures for CAIRS. This had occurred in England, East Africa and
the Middle East.>” In Egypt, during August and September 1941, in a series of joint training
exercises, various close support practices were regularised into a CAIRS system which
included, for the first time, a definition of 'Direct Air Support', rules for establishing bomblines
and standardised methods for target indication and recognition of friendly forces. The whole
process was completed by late September, when a joint Army/RAF pamphlet entitled Direct
Air Support was published.

In the long term, the outcome of this process was a closer relationship between the two
services, based on mutual confidence and an understanding of their dependence upon one
another. However, the immediate effect of these measures was the creation of an effective
CAIRS doctrine, which continued to evolve throughout the remainder of the war.*® For the
Army, the designation of a category of air support as Direct Air Support was a major victory.>®
It also signalled the end of the RAF's refusal to become engaged directly on the battlefield.
The RAF, for its part, was freed once and for all from the fear of dispersion of its limited
assets or 'penny packeting' to Army formations.

The role of personalities in this process was also important and deserves further comment.
While Coningham is credited (quite justifiably) with making the process work by 'getting out
and getting on with' the Army, the role of Churchill deserves some mention.*® By sacking both
Longmore and Wavell, Churchill not only opened the way for 'fresh blood' to consider the
problems of air support, but also gave their successors warning of what they could expect,
should they too fail to meet his expectations.®* Likewise, Tedder deserves mention as an
airman with an appreciation of the requirements of joint operations, a factor which would carry
him to the highest levels of Allied command.



Conclusion: 1941

In late September, Blamey cabled Menzies, saying on the subject of air support:

Great advance in this in last two months. Attitude of Air force here now most co-
operative ... Details of cooperation organisation completely worked out and being
implemented. All suitable air squadrons to be trained in Army cooperation and joint
control organisation for field cooperation being set up. During operations, specific air
units to be allotted to military organisations under control of Army Commander with
Air Controller on his staff. Arrangements completely satisfactory.®”

Blamey portrays the new arrangements as an Army victory over RAF intransigence. Tedder
felt that the RAF had succeeded in curing the Army of the idea that air support was merely a
matter of providing the means for soldiers to ‘immediately summon a pet aeroplane by
radiotelephone to deal with the opposition' whenever they were in difficulties.®® That leaders of
both services could see this compromise as a victory for their own service was an indication
of its success and shows that the problem of inter-service cooperation was essentially a
political one. Indeed, Roger Spiller believes that developing doctrine is a continuing process
of negotiation and reconciliation between interests within an armed service, the objective of
which is the triumph of one over the other'.®* In 1941, a professional arbitrator reviewing the
outcome of this process would have been happy with the result. By early 1942, close air
support was based on a sound but adaptable doctrine (its fundamental points being adapted
to the needs of other theatres such as Burma and the South West Pacific Area), a command
structure that was responsive laterally across the services and a system of joint training.
Nevertheless, even with the urgency of war and the realities of failure on the battlefield to spur
it on, it had taken two years for this adversarial process to lead to the development of an
effective CAIRS doctrine.

Conclusion: 1995

Clausewitz wrote that, 'While history may yield no formula, it does provide an exercise for
judgement' (italics in original).® In keeping with the theme of this conference, from the past to
the future, the development of CAIRS doctrine in the Middle East provides an exercise for
judgement which highlights a number of issues of contemporary relevance. In the transition
from peace to war, joint doctrine—to secure the effective cooperation of land and air forces—
has its foundations in compromise. The challenge of peacetime is to develop doctrines and
training which are 'realistic’. War demands adaptability and flexibility, but the restraints of
peacetime mitigate against such characteristics. Training is apt to become pedestrian and
repetitive. The criteria for success are measured by detached, political and economic factors,
rather than by the subjective, often intangible factors which Clausewitz believed count so
much towards success in war—the psychological and emotional aspects which govern human
behaviour.®®

Developing doctrines, force structures and training is, therefore, not just an intellectual matter
of deciding ‘what must be done', but also a political matter of arranging 'how it will be done'. In
peace, when the routine administrative activities of military organisations resemble more
those of bureaucracies than fighting organisations, the frictions which give rise to interservice
rivalry are the products of institutional pressures within and between services. These can be
driven by a range of factors, from competition over the allocation of funding to personal
animosities. During the inter-war period the parochialism of the British Army and the RAF led
each of them to develop doctrines that were a priori concepts of warfare. The Army, when it
thought of inter-service cooperation at all, planned in terms of the First World War, a time
when it had controlled air power; the RAF, for its part, thought of winning the next war with
very little assistance from the Army. The idea of operating together, as equals, was anathema
to officers of both services who had been 'blooded' in the bitter inter-service rivalries of the
1920s and 1930s. The deficiencies of pre-war doctrine and training were a product of this
hostile environment and took two years to amend.



In 1941, neither the British Army nor the RAF was fighting in the location or the manner for
which each had prepared. The multipolar international scene of the 1930s has some parallels
with the 1990s. In the aftermath of the Persian Gulf War, it is difficult to imagine a future
conflict in which air operations will not make a substantial contribution to the land battle.
However, the problem which confronts Australian defence planners is the question of both the
scale and location of that conflict. Current strategic guidance is that it will most likely be on, or
very near to, our own continental land mass and all services are developing their doctrine
towards meeting that contingency. However, the existence of ADFP1—Joint Force
Operations Doctrine notwithstanding, the Australian Defence Force has a strong tradition of
single service doctrine.®” Within this tradition, inter-service cooperation is generally optional
and often ad hoc. Indeed, the quality of each service's contribution has, in the past, varied
due to its own operational preferences.® In this regard, the experiences of the British Army
and the RAF in the 1930s and early 1940s are germane. Beaumont has observed: 'Like
schools of thought in art, the intensity of partisanship on issues of jointness has sometimes
approached the level of emotion held toward foes in war, for it touches closely on the critical
bonding and cohesion that lie at the heart of military institutions and their predisposition to see
the world in "them-us" terms'.*® These are points that the Australian Defence Force on the eve
of the 21st century cannot afford to ignore.
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