An Armstrong Whitworth in Bulgarian Service

by Mike Kelsey

A

n Armstrong Whitworth FK3, serial 6219, was one
of many aircraft during the First World War that fell
intact into enemy hands. It was also one of the very few
such machines to be used in action against its former owners.
One of the main reasons why more captured aircraft were not
used in this way is fairly obvious – the danger of ’friendly fire’.
However, the small Bulgarian air service was equipped with
German aircraft that were delivered in quite modest numbers. Consequently, it was happy to acquire any additional
machines that could be pressed into service.
The FK3 was used by the RFC primarily as a trainer and less
than 350 examples were built. Only in Macedonia was the
type used on active service. It formed the initial equipment
of 47 Squadron RFC when that unit arrived at Salonika in
September 1916.
The captured aircraft, 6219, was one of a batch of 42 FK3s
(6186–6227) built by the parent company. It was not one of the
aircraft sent out with 47 Squadron to begin with, but was an
early replacement machine, delivered to the Salonika Aircraft
Park on 18 November 1916.
To some extent, the history of Bulgaria itself has influenced
the availability of information on the captured FK3 and it is
important therefore to understand the nature of the Bulgarian
source material. Bulgaria has a National Military Archive,
located in the city of Veliko Turnovo. This was established in
1951, during the Communist era. However, until recently the
archive material was not readily accessible to anyone unable
to visit Veliko Turnovo in person. This has led to a reliance
instead on the memoirs and other writings of some of the
Bulgarian airmen who participated in the First World War.
In the case of the captured FK3 the aircraft is mentioned by
three such individuals – Radul Milkov, Georgi Popvasilev
and Vladimir Balan. However, it is evident that much that
has been written about the FK3 is based on the memoirs of
Balan only. This is not surprising, because the writings of
Milkov and Popvasilev only became public relatively recently.
Nonetheless, it is unfortunate as Balan is the least reliable of
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the three, even though he had direct experience of flying the
FK3.
Milkov, Popvasilev and Balan all had prominent careers
in Bulgarian aviation, but they are little known outside of
Bulgaria, so some brief biographical information will help set
the scene.
Radul Milkov (1883 – 1962)
Radul Milkov, the son of a priest, was born in 1883 in Plovdiv.
After attending a military school, he joined the Army and
Radul Milkov, photographed in around 1913, after the end of the Balkan
Wars.

