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Fair haired Fred Armstrong 
couldn’t have looked and 
acted more like a rural hay 

seed, yet the tall and slender son 
of a Toronto building contractor, 
born 13 June 1895 in Toronto, lived 
all his life in what is now known as 
the ‘Annex Section’ of the city but 
was a city boy at heart! He received 
primary education at the Morel 
School on College Street and, from 
September 1909 until June 1912, was 
an UCC (Upper Canada College) 
student. To pay for his own room 
and board, young Fred clerked in 
several neighbourhood stores but, 
smitten by the urge to fly, he saved 
every penny to pay for flying lessons 
at the Curtiss Aviation School, once 
he had been accepted by Admiral 
Kingsmill, as a suitable RNAS 
candidate in the spring of 1915.

Fred signed his agreement with 
the Toronto based operation at the 
end of June, paid the $400.00 fee, 
mostly from money loaned to him by 
his father, and took his first lessons 
from Victor Vernon in a Curtiss F 
type flying boat christened ‘Betty V’ 
at the company’s seaplane operations centre on Hanlan’s Point 
in Toronto Harbour.

After just five flights, the last on 31 August, Fred was switched 
to an eighty acres site just west of Toronto, between gun ranges 
used by the Queen’s Own Rifles and right beside the lakeshore 
road at Long Branch, where the Curtiss Company had erected 
a single hangar to house their JN-3s. While waiting for a new 
instructor, Stephen McGordon, to handle the overflow of 
former seaplane pilots, Fred did a few jobs for his father, yet 
continued training on the land based JNs early in October.

When the engine in McGordon’s JN-3 seized and no 
immediate replacement was in store, McGordon’s class 
was discontinued; Fred needed only thirty more minutes 
of instruction to try for his RAC certificate but fell short of 
that goal when Bert Acosta, the school’s senior JN instructor, 
could only take him up for one twelve minute flight before the 
school closed for the winter. Nonetheless, he was given his 

claims, travelling expenses, railway 
tickets, sworn in as a PFSL and taken 
on strength of the RNAS at Ottawa, 
on 29 November 1915. In two days, 
he and eleven others, one a UUC 
classmate, left New York City aboard 
the 28,876 ton British White Star 
passenger ship Baltic. Ten days later, 
the dozen Canadians disembarked 
with the other civilian attired 
passengers at Liverpool. This was 
the largest number of Canadians 
sent over as PFSLs to date and they 
were carefully scrutinised by their 
British superiors for lack of decorum 
and dress when they proceeded, as 
a group, to the Admiralty, in order 
to receive their individual postings 
to the various training stations. 
Following the Crystal Palace 
formality, allocation to the different 
flying training schools was made by 
randomly dividing pupils into three 
groups.

TRAINING IN ENGLAND
Fred found himself bound for 
Chingford; not a favourite choice, 
for tales of sloppy maintenance and 

a somewhat callous CO at the school were already part of 
the ‘Quirks’ rumour network. Two instructors, Ben Travers 
and Warren Merriam, at least seemed to have their ‘heart in 
it’, but they did not take any Canadians from Armstrong’s 
group up for this first trip in a MF ‘Longhorn’ until late 
January. For six weeks, the routine consisted of lectures; 
navigation being the toughest subject for Armstrong. One 
of the more spirited of the Canadian youths, he would curse 
with a blended vocabulary, the envy of any lumberjack or 
longshoreman, at the most auspicious times in the classroom, 
noticeably upsetting the usually dull lectures, much to the 
enjoyment of the other ‘unruly’ Canadians. When four 
new ‘Quirks’ from Canada, part of the fourth batch of 
PFSLs from that colony arrived at Chingford in January, a 
game, whereby the occupants of one building would stage 
a ‘raid’ on another became immensely popular, usually in 
retaliation for something one of the PFSLs had done during 
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PFSL Fred ‘Army’ Armstrong at Chingford, March 1916.
:Arthur Armstrong (brother) via S.K. Taylor

Curtiss Model F Betty V, shown slightly indisposed in Toronto Harbour 
26 May 1915, the first machine that F.C. Armstrong flew in. :Ken Molson

Maple Leaf, another Curtiss Model F used by the Curtiss Aviation School, 
Toronto. :Ken Molson


