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Sopwith Salamander in a disruptive camouflage scheme.
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art of the customary image of the Western front in the
years 1914-1918 is aircraft flying low over the trenches,
but apart from reconnaissance and artillery spotting
they made a much less contribution to combat on the ground
than one might suppose.
In September 1916 a Royal Flying Corps staff officer wrote: at
the present moment on the Somme. . . several hundred British
and French aeroplanes take part in each attack. They fly as low
as 200 feet and engage the enemy’s infantry with machine gun
fire. They fly along the enemy’s entrenchments and bomb them
from low heights.
It is certainly true that the Germans were seriously disturbed
by Allied aerial activity: Like buzzards who had fixed on
their prey, they cruised ceaselessly and almost at ground level
above our trenches and shell-holes. . . . There was something
sinister about the buzzing of their engines, and more sinister
still were the peculiar signals by which they communicated with
their artillery. . . The men holding the trenches were like mice,
pressing themselves into funk-holes, or crouching at the bottom
of the trenches.
But the RFC officer quoted above was in fact writing from
his desk in Egypt, and one searches in vain for material from
the headquarters on the Western Front relating to ground
attack missions in 1916. What so perturbed the Germans
in their trenches was Allied aircraft carrying out, though
admittedly now in much greater numbers, the same sort of
reconnaissance and artillery spotting missions that they had
been busy with since 1914. The commander of the German
First Army requested bombing and machine-gun attacks
from a low height against infantry, battery positions and
marching columns, which inspired our troops with a feeling
of defencelessness, but if any such attacks were carried out it
was not the orders of senior RFC officers. There was certainly
nothing in the Somme battle to equal the success of the single
German aeroplane which on 1 June 1916 bombed the 1st Light
Horse Brigade in Sinai, killing eight troopers, wounding 22,
and causing some of the horses to stampede for thirty miles.
It was the Italians who, since their invasion of Libya in 1911
had led Europe in the application of the offensive potential
of air power, were the first to carry out massed air attacks on
the battle line itself. On 23 May 1917, during the third phase
of the Tenth Battle of Isonzo, in support of the Italian 3rd
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Army’s offensive in the mountains north of the Gulf of
Venice, 109 assorted aircraft bombed and strafed the AustroHungarian front line. The material effect, and even more the
moral effect, obtained against the enemy by such mass action. .
. was enormous, it was claimed. One prisoner of war reported
having seen a 150mm battery knocked out by two bombs;
others described the Austro-Hungarian artillery as paralysed
during the Italian air attack. There is however no confirmation
of this in official Austrian accounts, and one notes that 34 of
the aircraft employed were huge, un-manoeuvrable Caproni
Ca3 trimotors, and six were Macchi single-seat flying boats,
none of which was likely to have lingered at zero altitudes to
select the best targets; also that eleven of the Capronis were no
longer available when the attacks were repeated next day.
On 10 July 1917 the Germans used a staffel, about half a dozen
aeroplanes, to attack ground positions near Nieuport. An
order issued by the RFC’s 5th Brigade two days later actually
prohibited strafing sorties: Except therefore that special low
flying to attack troops on the ground will not be carried out, the
offensive will be fully developed from to-day onwards. A couple
of weeks later however, in the planning for the Passchendaele
offensive, arrangements were made for strafing attacks in the
German rear. RFC Headquarters ordered for the first day of
the offensive, Two machines to fire on troops, transport, and
motor-cars from a low altitude east of the line Dadizeele –
Staden. . . . The attack will be kept up as continuously as possible
throughout the day. The area specified was about five miles east
of the front line, and an attack by a couple of aircraft carrying
a few hundred rounds of ammunition every two hours or so
hardly constituted a major attempt to interdict German troop
movements.
A memorandum prepared at RFC Headquarters in August
1917 spoke of low-level attacks on men, guns, trenches,
transport as a new factor but the British still seemed to be
feeling their way. On the morning of 20 September 1917 a patrol
by 23 Squadron RFC carried out what seems to have been an
experiment: no enemy aircraft were encountered but a total
of 1,650 rounds of machine gun ammunition were fired off in
about a dozen individual attacks, mainly on small parties of
German soldiers who scattered and got into the ditch at the side
of the road, took cover in a house, or were simply dispersed,
but in one instance replied with machine gun fire, hitting the
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