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Foreword

In the history of air power forward-looking airmen have often become victims of bureaucracies, and Sir Frederick Sykes was just such a person. Even among scholars of air power Sykes has never enjoyed the recognition of his more famous contemporaries such as Lord Trenchard, Giulio Douhet, and General Billy Mitchell. He fell instead into obscurity, even though his work in organizing, training and equipping the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Air Force was crucial to the birth and development of military flying. He had greater vision than many of his colleagues, whose ideas proved more acceptable to the establishment at the time. Sykes, in contrast, never received proper recognition for his seminal accomplishments owing to politics and prejudice. He should have been recognized for the depth and breadth of his conceptual thinking on air power, which led to unique advances in military thinking. He refused to give up in the face of entrenched opposition, and even after he was removed from the center of the military aviation arena he continued to serve in a variety of public positions unrelated to military aviation.

The world's air forces were able to grow into the powerful independent services they are today because of staunchly committed airmen such as Sykes. At long last this study of Sykes brings to light important aspects of air power that had previously been overlooked. Serious students of aviation history should read this book, and I recommend it to all airmen who wish to learn more about their heritage.

GENERAL RONALD R. FOGELMAN
July, 1998





Editor's Preface

The impact of the First World War on the development of air power has long been recognized. There have also been biographical studies of many of the airmen who played leading roles in the rise of British military aviation and the creation of the world's first independent air force, including Lord Trenchard, Sir Sefton Brancker and Sir John Salmond.1 All these studies were, however, written more than 30 years ago, before the major official papers relating to the Royal Flying Corps (RFC), Royal Naval Air Service and the Royal Air Force (RAF) in the First World War were made available. Largely based on the memories and personal papers of the protagonists, these works were more than usually partial. Therefore, not only does this study of Major-General Sir Frederick Sykes represent the first proper assessment of his life and contribution to military aviation, but it is also the first biographical study of a senior First World War British airman to make use of the full range of official material now available to scholars. In so doing, it not only offers us new and important insights into Sykes himself, but also throws new light on the relationships in the high command of the RFC and then the RAF, and improves our understanding of other important figures involved, especially Lord Trenchard and Sir David Henderson.

There is little doubt that the part played by Sykes in the early years of British aviation has been eclipsed, partly as a result of aspects of his own character, and partly because, ultimately, he lost out in the bureaucratic battle to head the Royal Air Force in the post-war era. Eric Ash succeeds in demonstrating both the originality of Sykes’ thinking and the practical contribution he made to the eventual success of the RAF in battle. The analysis is also sufficiently dispassionate and penetrating to reveal the weaknesses in Sykes’ personal make-up which so bedevilled his relations with others, and which were to prove a significant factor in preventing his achieving all that he sought for the Royal Air Force and British aviation. At the same time, it reveals the degree to which some facets of Sykes’ character have been exaggerated, notably his supposed taste for intrigue.

As students of air power increasingly recognize, the achievements of military aviation in 1914–18 have too often been viewed through the distorting prism of the later experience of 1939–45. Eric Ash's study is a valuable contribution to the growing body of scholarship devoted to analyzing the policies and thinking of the era in a more objective fashion.

SEBASTIAN COX

NOTE

1. The major biographies are: Andrew Boyle, Trenchard (London: Collins, 1962); Norman MacMillan, Sir Sefton Brancker (London: William Heinemann, 1935); Basil Collier, Heavenly Adventurer: Sefton Brancker and the Dawn of British Aviation (London: Martin Secker & Warburg, 1959); John Laffin, Swifter than Eagles: The Biography of Marshal of the RAF Sir John Maitland Salmond (Edinburgh: Blackwood, 1964).
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Introduction

On 10 October 1954 a famous flyer wrote to a grieving widow:

I was deeply touched by your husband's wish that I should scatter the ashes over Salisbury Plain. I will, of course, do so ... I always had admiration and affection for your husband and will always remember his kindness and help in the early days at Farnborough.

Yours Very Sincerely
Geoffrey de Havilland

Later de Havilland wrote, ‘Yes, of course it will be a Secret and I would hate to have the slightest publicity made out of what is such a private and personal matter/1 The founding Chief of the Air Staff (CAS) of Britain's Royal Air Force (RAF) had died. Why such mystery surrounding the final tribute to Sir Frederick Sykes?2

Many air power enthusiasts, military historians and active-duty RAF members have never heard of Sykes and would argue that Lord Trenchard was the founding father of the RAF as its first Chief of Staff.3 This is understandable considering that the Trenchard legend has dominated the air force history of the First World War and that few scholars have written about Sykes. Yet Trenchard demanded the acceptance of his resignation as CAS 12 days before 1 April 1918, the birthdate of the RAF, and Sykes was called in to salvage a tenuous situation as the new CAS of the world's first independent air force. While Trenchard's tenure as the first CAS lasted a few days, Sykes held the position for nearly a year – during some of the most critical moments of the war leading up to the victorious climax for the Allied nations. Nevertheless, in most histories of the First World War Sykes is an unimportant participant, and in many he is never even mentioned.

In 1966 the historian Robin Higham noted Sykes’ anonymity and remarked that he should receive more attention, particularly since he played significant roles in the leadership of the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) and the RAF.4 Recently a few scholars, such as Michael Paris, have begun to recognize Sykes’ achievements and influence. Paris concluded that Sykes, not Trenchard, initiated the concept of air power as a means of imperial control and suggested that, compared with Trenchard, Sykes had been treated unjustly in history: ‘Considering the rivalry and mutual dislike of the two men, it was ironic that, although Trenchard became the dominant figure in RAF hagiography (“the Father of the RAF”), it was Sykes’ theoretical basis which ensured the continued independence of the RAF.’5 In addition, Air Vice-Marshal Tony Mason, in Air Power: A Centennial Appraisal, supports the interpretation that Sykes was perhaps more responsible than Trenchard for what evolved into the RAF's costly strategic bombing doctrine of the Second World War.6 The majority of air histories, however, starting with the official history by Sir Walter Raleigh and H. A. Jones, The War in the Air, have generally omitted Sykes from the story of early air power.7 Perhaps this is because histories of First World War aviation started during Trenchard's firm reign as the head of the RAF.

A friend of Sykes once wrote, ‘In no country is lionizing more difficult than in England.’8 That statement has remained valid for some British airmen more than for others. It is sardonic that the two front pews of the RAF church in London are side-by-side memorials of two enemies – Sykes and Trenchard. The left pew is practically the only dedication to Sykes to be found in Great Britain, while across from it lies one of many tributes to Lord Trenchard – legendary ‘Father of the RAF’.9 The ‘Trenchard school’ has dominated the story of early British air power, while Sykes has been labeled both insignificant and a ‘scheming intriguer’, driven by personal ambition to maneuver his way into positions of leadership. This study will show clearly that Sykes’ influence in the air war was significant and that he was not an intriguer.

Sykes was, however, partly responsible for his own historical demise. He accepted loss of popularity among his peers by fighting for overly ambitious air programs, and even when in positions of authority from which he could have ensured proper recognition for his accomplishments, he was reticent to speak up. It was beneath him to ask for accolades, and later, he simply did not desire to re-engage with Trenchard. Because he rejected the rank of Air Vice-Marshal in 1926, on the basis that it would be embarrassing so many years after he had left the RAF, Sykes’ rank of Major-General remains somewhat of an anomaly in RAF history, as it became customary for the CAS to be promoted to at least an honorary Marshal of the RAF.10 Hence, in some ways he deserved his rejection by the RAF and his reward of relative anonymity, which has hardly been an oversight. During the twenty-fifth anniversary of the RAF, for example, an official Air Ministry publication stated: ‘Honour to the pioneers of military flying – Henderson, Longcroft and Brancker, Sueter, Samson and Lamb, and to that towering martial figure, Lord Trenchard, whose genius, foresight, leadership and driving force fused the naval and military elements of air power into one mighty service, the Royal Air Force.’11 Sykes was easy prey for demigods with less humility.

When Sykes was given posthumous credit for his accomplishments in a London Times obituary, the anti-Sykes and pro-Trenchard/Henderson (Director General of Military Aviation) cause was heralded by Edward Ellington, who attacked the story as improperly crediting Sykes with achievements belonging to others.12 Ironically, Ellington was writing from the United Services Institute in Whitehall, where Sykes first presented his visionary talks to the Royal Aeronautical Society in 1912. Perhaps the one exception to the RAF's general abandonment of Sykes came from Sir Robert Saundby in 1954, when his article in The Aeroplane acknowledged Sykes’ unmerited anonymity: “Though but little known to the modern generation of airmen, Sykes must be counted among the few, those very few, who shaped and guided the early growth of British air power, and he deserves an honourable place in the history of the Royal Air Force.’13

The only other places where Sykes received any credit in aviation histories were in his own autobiography, From Many Angles, and in his earlier work, Aviation in Peace and War.14 Sykes’ autobiography is more a collection of ideas than a chronology of events. A major focus is British survival during the Second World War, when the book was published, as Sykes takes ample opportunity to suggest that, had the military and political authorities listened to him earlier, Britain might not be in such a difficult situation. As for the First World War and Sykes’ role with the RFC and the RAF, not surprisingly, in both books he has a positive perspective on his influence and the effectiveness of the air service.

The air power story has moved with the ebb and flow of historiographical trends. Initially, in works such as the official history, the RFC and the RAF were lauded as effective organizations that ‘saved the British Expeditionary Force [BEF] at Mons’, and then went on to capture air supremacy and help the Allied war effort indirectly – by dislocating German war-making. Exciting stories and airmen's personal accounts accompanied the positivist approach as exemplified by L. A. Strange's Recollections of an Airman, and Gwilym Lewis’ Wings over the Somme.15 Focusing on ‘everyman's war’, historians portrayed the romantic image of Trenchard's heroic flyers and their superhuman efforts, and ‘blood and guts’ depictions that bordered at times on the mythical. Histories such as H. R. Allen's The Legacy of Lord Trenchard, P. R. C. Groves’ Behind the Smoke Screen and David Divine's The Broken Wing reversed course to condemn air force leaders whose stubborn commitment to offensive doctrine cost the lives of many young flyers.16 Recently, with the growth of war and society studies, air histories have focused more on social issues, politics and strategies than on individuals. Contemporary scholars, such as John Morrow, in German Air Power in World War I and The Great War in the Air, have concentrated on the aircraft production battle, technologies and doctrines.17 The increasingly structuralist histories by Michael Paris, Denis Winter, Alfred Gollin, B. D. Powers, Malcolm Cooper and Lee Kennett have discussed air power in the context of its social environment: command structures, political agendas, media campaigns and public influence.18 The role of Sykes throughout these trends has been similar – he has been seen as a tangential issue to the air power story. As this study of Sykes will show, however, he was more than a merely peripheral figure in the history of the British air service.

That Sykes has been overlooked is obvious; less apparent is the slanted approach used when historians have discussed him: Sykes’ antagonistic relationships with other airmen, particularly Trenchard; Sykes’ supposed ‘intrigue’ against Henderson; and Sykes’ notorious ‘secretive personality’. These themes provide interesting reading, and Sykes’ apparent inability to get along with other airmen may have influenced the British air effort to some extent; but there are more important topics in the story of Sykes: his visionary theories and significant achievements as policy maker, organizer and leader. Contrasting personalities contributed less to the animosities than Sykes’ deliberate fight to achieve goals and help in winning the war with air machines.

What follows is not a biography but an analysis of Sykes’ theories, influence and leadership in various positions in the RFC, the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) and the RAF before and during the First World War. It focuses on his achievements: organizing, mobilizing and commanding the Military Wing of the RFC that went to war in 1914; reorganizing maritime air power at Gallipoli in 1915; commanding the Air Staff of the RAF in 1918; and helping to create strategic bombing prior to the Armistice on 11 November 1918. This study will show that Sykes was a key player in establishing British aviation and fighting the first air war, and that his influence helped to revolutionize warfare by promoting a relatively quick and fundamental change in the way armed forces fought which had a lasting effect on the conduct of warfare. This occurred during the First World War, despite the fact that air power was in its infancy and its destructive effect was marginal compared with that caused by the much larger ground forces.

Sykes helped to lead a revolution in warfare, brought about by the scientific application of air power. People and their ideas create revolutions; machines do not. The conventional air history of the First World War has portrayed the developments in aviation incorrectly as ineffective, ad hoc reactions to external pressures: German bombing, public demands, economic forces and politics. As Morrow recognized recently, there was an enormous growth of aerial fighting and of the aviation industries during the war, and air power was a top priority of governments.19 He is correct that the air arm – in particular the embryonic strategic bombing arm – did not determine the outcome of the war, but its impact was more than most authors have perceived. Although British air forces in the first air war struggled against a steep learning curve and, like the other services, often failed to live up to expectations with the brutal use of infant technologies, Sykes and some fellow air-minded disciples promoted a new dimension of warfare that was not only an essential aspect of the Allied victory but changed the way armed forces fight.

It is difficult to convince some academic historians that an aerial revolution has ever taken effect, much less during the First World War, particularly when scholars insist on looking only at the meagre damage caused by long-range bombing in comparison with that resulting from artillery. What many recent historians have failed to acknowledge is that the many facets of air power, in addition to strategic bombing, worked synergistically to change the face of battle. Historians may be blind to this reality, but combatants in the First World War certainly were not. German war diaries from the Somme in 1916 focused primarily on artillery; however, during and after the German spring offensives in 1918 German soldiers expressed one complaint above all others – aircraft . . . aircraft . . . aircraft! British aerial attacks stopped their movement, killed troops and horses, cut off supplies and prevented sleep. The soldiers were completely exhausted and their morale was low. They were convinced that warfare had changed.

The administrative and logistical developments to bring about such a change also point toward a revolution. The RFC entered the war in 1914 with fewer than 50 airworthy machines and the industrial and organizational infrastructure to replace those aircraft was practically non-existent.20 By the Armistice, however, the RAF had 22,000 aircraft, coming from a supply system that could replace thousands per month. In terms of squadrons, the quantum leap in four years was over tenfold, going from fewer than ten squadrons in 1914 to almost one hundred in 1918. The RFC and the RNAS entered World War I with 276 officers and 1,797 men of other ranks. The RAF ended the war in 1918 with 27,333 officers and 263,837 other ranks.21 Finally – fundamental to revolutions – there was a change in organization. To support such an air service and to pursue new thinking in terms of warfare with aircraft, a new Air Ministry was created and the RAF was separated from the other two services. And although the focus of this study is on Sykes and his air service, the revolution was not limited to British aerial warfare as similar developments and changes in fighting were taking place in other countries as well.

In addition, Sykes’ work and influence did not die after the war. His exhausting struggle against his opponents, including Trenchard, to establish organizational structures and make seminal changes in aerial doctrine and strategy have endured to the present. As this study will show, Sykes helped to create new thinking about the application of technologies in modern war. Most notably, he was a paramount influence in the implementation of the long-range bombing force, the Independent Air Force (IAF). His visions of aerial warfare in strategic and tactical arenas, combining air power with military and naval efforts – using wide-ranging innovations varying from aircraft carriers, to aerial routes, to civil reserve fleets – were decades ahead of their time. His prediction of the dominant role air power would play in war and peace has become reality.

The story of Sykes begins with his challenging formative years, which tempered an independent character and an immured personality. Sykes constantly tested himself and rarely sought an easy path. He had great ambition and continually sought adventure, which became manifest in flying. As the First World War loomed on the horizon, Sykes promoted British aviation development, organized military flying and commanded the wing that would enter the war. During the war he orchestrated numerous developments in army and navy aviation and ended his participation as CAS of the new RAF.

It is argued that although Sykes was not involved in the conception of the RAF and the IAF, he had to direct their delivery and nurse them to fighting stature. Sykes assumes command as the Air Staff is in chaos over Trenchard's resignation and the RAF is fighting for its life against the most threatening German offensive of the war, Operation Michael in spring 1918. After establishing administrative stability at the top of the air hierarchy, Sykes fights other services, fellow airmen and foreign governments, to create the IAF – his crowning achievement – which had the capability and the intent to bomb Berlin as the war ended.

This study then involves a retrospective analysis of Sykes’ personality and difficult relationships with key leaders and with the air service in general. It concludes with an assessment of his theories, the air revolution in warfare and a brief look at his post-war years. Sykes thought strategically and technically, motivated by the desire to wage war by the most efficient manner possible. His ideas were to promote and exploit technologies by applying them scientifically; to support the army and navy with air power, but to use it as a separate arm; and to bomb strategically. These ideas were contrary to military traditions and ahead of their time. Sykes fought those traditions to implement his ideas and contribute to the air revolution, which was just beginning to take hold when the Armistice was declared.

Throughout his life, Sykes remained staunchly devoted to his country, and he struggled against people, traditions and institutions to promote his visions and goals. At times his perspective was too far ahead of its time, clouded by idealism, and seen by military and political bureaucrats as foolish. This led to his estrangement from RAF circles and air power history. Yet, driven by an insatiable work ethic, Sykes was haunted more by his desire to help the British Empire prosper than by his disappointing lack of recognition as a founder of British flying.

Surprisingly, this is the first study of the founding CAS of the RAF. It is not intended to elevate Sykes at the expense of others for his achievements stand on their own. This story must, however, correct historical misperceptions and is bound to spark controversy in its conclusion that Sykes was a paramount influence behind the rise of air power during the First World War.

NOTES
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1

Casting the Net

At a young age Frederick Sykes began making his own way through life. He was born in 1877 to two Sykeses, distant cousins from Yorkshire who lived in Western Villas, North Park, Croydon, south of London. Frederick was the youngest of seven children: three brothers Henry (called Guy), Godfrey and Frederick; and four sisters Edith, Hilda Mary, Lilian (called Loly) and Ethel. Ethel, whom Frederick referred to as ‘Number 2’, was Frederick's closest sibling, and the one with whom he corresponded the most.1 His father Henry Sykes was a mechanical engineer and successful businessman; however, his parental influence on Frederick was negligible, as he died two years after Frederick's birth.2 His mother Mary Sykes had an indomitable spirit and, although she suffered from ill health, was able to keep the family going as well as enter into her husband's business as a partner following his death. Frederick was quite close to his mother and admired her ambitious and courageous attitude. He also had a fondness for his older sisters, who raised him until he was sent off to boarding school at age seven. This was not unusually early to be departing for boarding school and it most likely suited Frederick's adventurous spirit. It established a pattern early on of self-reliance that would last throughout his life.

Sykes’ education was chequered as he moved from one school to another. He corresponded regularly with his mother, but he lacked a father-figure to emulate or to ask for advice. Sykes first attended a boarding school in Brighton that was run by a Mrs Hodges and another lady, and he then transferred to the Whitgift School, an old and well-established public school, which he attended from 1889–91.3 Whitgift may have been a difficult social adjustment for Sykes, but it prepared him well academically and marked the end of his formal education.4 When he was nearly 15 he left for Paris to learn French and German. There a succession of widows taught him and for a time he worked in various jobs to support himself. Sykes took education seriously and received a firm enough scholastic foundation so that he had little difficulty in demonstrating his intellectual abilities later in life.

While in Paris, Sykes first began to exhibit traits which would mark his personality. To satisfy an inner drive to explore the unfamiliar and to challenge himself, he set goals to test his limitations and determine his level of endurance.5 Perhaps this was because he was physically smaller than most of his peers and felt the need to match them (which he certainly did). Sykes was not only self-reliant but self-confident – carrying himself with an erect posture, eyes straight ahead, as if posed to challenge any obstacles than might appear in his path. At the age of 16 Sykes dared to traverse potentially dangerous areas of Paris, walking, during one particular adventure, over 60 miles in a day.6 He was undaunted by the fact that he was a boy of slight build, living in a foreign country and without much family support. His ambition at that time to serve in the Diplomatic Corps was both idealistic and unrealistic for he had no finances. After visiting Switzerland as part of his education, Sykes returned to London to work temporarily in a shipping firm before launching another quest, this time to the island then known as Ceylon.

Still in his teens, Sykes had chosen a rather ambitious and exotic adventure to learn the business of tea planting in the hope of working his way up the system to become a successful plantation owner. A hard worker, the actual labor involved in farming tea was not difficult for Sykes, even though the geography and especially the climate of Ceylon were quite different from those of London or Paris. Writing home about the thick jungle, infernal dampness and lack of floors or running water in his bungalow, Sykes stated, ‘It is an awful life for any one but I think if I were a woman out here I would shoot myself straight off.’7 He challenged himself, gained respect from fellow workers and plantation owners who thought he would never last in the environment, and was offered the position of assistant manager of an estate. Nevertheless, after working in the tea industry for a time he noticed that most of his fellow workers wished to leave but stayed because of indebtedness. Sykes surmised that his prospects for great success were dim and decided that a better quest might be in Africa.

The opportunity to leave did not come quickly, however. Sykes endured his situation and adjusted to the different life by socializing and seeking new physical and intellectual challenges. For Sykes, trying to mix with a crowd was much more difficult than climbing a mountain or learning a new language. He proudly wrote home of his accomplishments at a local dance – that he had danced and had actually enjoyed himself, quickly reassuring his mother that he had not become drunk like the other men.8 He tried to improve his accommodation in case a member of the family came for a visit, and he explored the island in his free time. Perhaps his most ambitious endeavor was a 40-mile journey in the dark through thick jungle up steep mountain slopes to the Temple of Buddha's Footstep.9 Despite having tried to embrace the culture by learning Tamil and exploring the teachings of Buddhism, Sykes became frustrated with his surroundings. He relayed to his mother his regret that he had felt animosity toward some of the local people who had taken advantage of his innocence and inexperience.

Thus in Ceylon Sykes first exhibited his preference for proper society and his utter distaste for injustice and laziness. He wrote in a fit of frustration, ‘I do hate these natives more and more the longer I stay amongst them I think. Cowardly, mean, despicable, villainous, beasts, there – that ought to have done me good/10 In contrast to them, he found the theosophist Mrs Besant, who had an Ashram in Madras, to have been charming and wonderfully eloquent.11 Ceylon was an important ingredient in Sykes’ early years, as it reinforced his determination to work hard to achieve a satisfactory position in life.

His return to England also was not without adventure, as he took a circuitous route through the Orient and North America. Just as the English had decided that China, Burma and Japan were the ‘Far East’, Sykes held similarly ethnocentric attitudes during his youth. During his trip around the world he was impressed by all the contributions his British ancestors had made. This impression remained with him for life, as he envisioned the English-speaking peoples to be the hope of the future for world peace and endeavored to help the Empire in that noble quest.12

When the long-brewing hostilities in the Orange Free State and the Transvaal erupted into war, Sykes finally saw an opportunity to satisfy his zeal for Africa and serve the Queen at the same time. This change of direction toward the military would transform his life. He sailed for South Africa and upon his arrival in Cape Town enlisted with the Imperial Yeomanry Scouts and was soon on a train to Bloemfontein. Although in the bottom ranks, Sykes took notice of different commanders’ leadership styles and approaches to combat. He appreciated Lord Roberts's ‘great forbearance’ with the Boers, but acknowledged that it was less successful than that of his successor Lord Kitchener, who pursued a more ruthless policy of search and destroy. Sykes most admired the leadership of the enemy – particularly of the commanders Christian De Wet and Louis Botha – and their use of irregular warfare. He also appreciated the response of the British colonies, who strongly supported Britain's side in the conflict by sending troops immediately.13

Sykes was not impressed with the British military. He stated that they were ‘caught napping’, had poor intelligence, were outnumbered, and fought unsuccessfully against an unconventional army. After an all-night march to reinforce the poorly-defended post at Roodevall, Sykes’ unit encountered the enemy from all directions. Without any artillery to counter enemy shelling, the traditional British tactics in battle failed under fire. They argued heroically against the thought of surrender but surrendered nevertheless.

Sykes’ experiences as De Wet's prisoner of war constituted his most significant memories of the Boer War. Used to long marches under difficult conditions, Sykes again proved his remarkable endurance by outlasting the enemy. The Boers were unable to keep their prisoners any longer and freed Sykes, who made another long walk over the pass to Ladysmith, where he caught a ride to Cape Town. Yet his impressions of the enemy lasted. He respected the way they treated their horses, and he admired their organizational system. Against the poorly prepared British forces they were efficient and effective.

Back at Cape Town, Sykes did not arrive with pomp and circumstance as the survivor of a great ordeal. Instead, the Imperial Yeomanry Scouts were disbanded and Sykes had to seek new employment. He joined the bodyguard of Lord Roberts, who would later play a significant part in Sykes’ military career by supporting his endeavors in air power.14 After six months of duty, Sykes experienced his second significant event of the war. His unit, out on patrol, was ordered to ride to a particular location to reinforce a town. Because they had seen the enemy earlier and had been deceived into thinking the Boers were fleeing, Sykes’ cavalry column moved vulnerably up a valley where they soon encountered their forward scouts returning under fire. It was too late to avoid envelopment as the enemy had established a successful ambush. In the fray Sykes was knocked off his horse by a Henri-Martini bullet that passed through his chest.

He was once again at the mercy of the enemy. While lying on the ground and unable to move, he realized that enemy raiders were stripping his body of uniform items and equipment that the Boers badly needed. Fortunately, Louis Botha's brother, one of the enemy commanders, intervened to stop the plunder. Soon British reinforcements arrived to chase off the enemy, and a field ambulance rescued Sykes.

One bullet had entered his lower right side, shattered ribs, pierced his liver and traveled through his lung before exiting at his shoulder. Another had hit his arm. Once in the hospital, Sykes complained of ‘beastly aggravating’ living conditions and of his difficulty in breathing, but he was optimistic that soon the unpleasant holes would close up, allowing him to return to his men. For some time, however, he remained bent over, could not move his right arm and could hardly walk. He was convalescing from his wounds at the time Queen Victoria died.15

Sykes was unable to return to the war, and his recovery from the ordeal gave him an opportunity to reflect on his recent military experiences. He had been part of a poorly prepared army that had been steeped in traditional methodologies that were both inefficient and ineffective. The Staff College emphasis on morale and the castigation of independent thinking had not ensured victory in battle, and now the British Army was entering a new century of warfare where old systems, principles and time-honored tactics might not prove successful.16 Sykes had witnessed war from some of its worst perspectives: – as a line soldier, as a prisoner, and as a casualty. Yet he embraced those experiences as valuable lessons in life, and they would shape his character and approach to a future war. His adventure in South Africa complete, Sykes returned to England.

He also returned to the military. Ten months after having lain near death on a dusty battleground, Sykes eagerly accepted a reward for his brave and sacrificial service to the Queen: a commission in the Regular Army as a second lieutenant with the 15th Hussars.17 This formal step into a military career established the course of Sykes’ life for the next two decades, but it also created within him a self-image he maintained for the rest of his life. Although educated on the battlefield during war, he had not received his commission in the British Army through the proper channels of Sandhurst and therefore lagged behind his contemporaries in the profession of arms.18 Throughout his military career Sykes would feel the need to better himself to catch up with others. He would be driven to prove his abilities to his superiors, to his peers and to himself.

Regardless of his circumstances, Sykes drove himself to the limits to demonstrate his professionalism. His first assignment was with the depot of the 15th Hussars in Ireland, where he perfected his riding skills and practiced drill. Then he left for Meerut to begin his next posting as a soldier for the Empire. In India Sykes earned a reputation as a selfless, tireless worker with an obsession for propriety. A friend said that Sykes ‘had the highest sense of duty and right and wrong of any man I ever met’.19 He once returned from Simla to Muttra during the hot season just to pay back a debt immediately. His astonished friend stated that 999 out of a thousand would have been content to offer an apology at a later time, ‘But that would not do for him.’20 Sykes was most impressed by the character traits of a Major Peyton (later Lieutenant-General Sir William Peyton), who exhibited great courage but stressed practicality, initiative and efficiency.21 Perhaps owing to this influence, Sykes promoted the same goals years later in the First World War.

He was spring-loaded to discover, serve and learn. He kept his kit prepared so that he was constantly ready to embark on any missions that might arise. During his spare time he studied Hindustani and gained practical colonial experience by attending diplomatic events as a representative of the King.22 When hostilities broke out in northern Nigeria Sykes was eager to return to action. He was sent to Sierra Leone, however, a trip that was significant for one reason – he met there his life-long and closest friend P. R. C. Groves. Sykes served for one year in West Africa as a supply officer at headquarters. He endured inhospitable living conditions and, as in previous adventures, once again began to appreciate the amenities afforded back in England.

His next quest was one that would change the course of Sykes’ military career for life. He still felt compelled to improve his qualifications as an officer and in 1904, while in England on leave from Sierra Leone, rested very little before enrolling on a number of courses to enhance his military status. Sykes took instruction in rifle and machine-gun firing and excelled in a signalling course. He also completed courses on transport, topographical mapping and veterinary medicine, and at Aldershot passed his examination for captain. Yet the most significant experience in 1904 came in ballooning. Colonel John Capper, in charge of the Field Balloon Factory at Farnborough, attached Sykes to the Balloon Section of the Royal Engineers.23 Sykes weighed less than most men and had courage, which made him a highly recruitable volunteer for balloon tests, some of which involved harrowing experiences, but all of which triggered enthusiasm in him.24 In going aloft, he had finally found a way to satisfy his adventurous spirit.

In his diary of the balloon course, Sykes revealed a great deal about his interests and personality at the time. It is full of detailed drawings of the mechanics and principles of ballooning, keying on the technical details and contemplating how to make the systems of production more efficient (see Appendix l).25 At the same time, it is militarily oriented, as Sykes continually envisioned ballooning in terms of tactical capabilities and vulnerabilities. He admired the ‘by-numbers’ process the Manual of Military Ballooning established for launching and controlling balloons. Sykes experimented with signalling, reconnaissance, photography, stability and mapping. He helped to launch balloons in foul weather and at night. One experiment must have been particularly humorous, as it involved testing the maximum height at which the human voice could still be heard from the ground.26

Sykes’ eagerness to go up surpassed all other considerations – perhaps even those for his own safety – and, at times, he became frustrated. As was to be expected in England, rain, wind, and fog constantly hampered the sorties. On occasion, when a good day came along, he could not understand why the section would shut down simply to observe a Sunday or a Bank Holiday. To improve ballooning capabilities, Sykes studied wind patterns to try to predict balloon performance aloft.

Despite his preoccupation with the fact that he was taking a military course, Sykes did appreciate the opportunity to make unscheduled flights and said that those sorties were the most enjoyable, even though they were also the most dangerous. On one occasion, after launching from Beacon Hill and changing direction and altitude several times owing to extreme temperature variations, Sykes and his companion were forced to make a hard landing. They had flown 30 miles, but because their grapnel would not catch, the trip was not complete. They bumped and tumbled for some time and distance until the balloon had dumped much of its gas.27

Sykes somehow survived his leave in England during the summer of 1904, and after receiving his ballooning certificate he returned to the Hussars in India as a more experienced and better-trained officer. He was posted to Muttra and there first met Sir Douglas Haig, the Inspector-General of Cavalry. Unlike Lord Roberts, Haig left no appreciable impression on Sykes, who stated that Haig did not utter a word of praise or correction, but simply ‘galloped off in a cloud of dust to another victim’.28

A few months later Sykes was transferred from Muttra to the Frontier Section of the Intelligence Department, stationed with the Military Headquarters at Simla. There he met another high-ranking officer – Lord Kitchener, the Commander-in-Chief, who was having difficulty working under the Viceroy Lord Curzon. Although such upper-level political problems had little to do with a low-ranking intelligence officer, Sykes would remember this situation many years later when he assumed the position of Governor of Bombay. According to Sykes, Kitchener was a complete autocrat and hard worker, but not unapproachable.29 More significantly, however, Sykes deplored the fact that Kitchener's Chief of Staff, Beauchamp Duff, was not very practical. Practicality, efficiency and effectiveness were becoming the hallmarks of Sykes’ thinking.

Simla provided him with many opportunities to expand his knowledge of India and continue his quest for self-improvement and adventure. He learned more Hindustani, demonstrating proficiency in several examinations; participated in many of the local sporting traditions; and joined several social clubs.30 He again exercised his penchant for hardening himself, and on one occasion won 1,000 rupees in a wager that he could not walk the 60 miles from Kalka to Simla in 24 hours. Sykes arrived seven hours early. His paramount military accomplishment was to write the handbook on India produced by the Intelligence Branch.31 This extensive work was read by incoming officers to familiarize themselves with India.

Because Sykes had written such an impressive work that far exceeded the normal staff products, he was identified as a potential candidate for the Staff College. He therefore transferred to Quetta to work under Sir Horace Smith-Dorrien, the Chief of Staff under the Western Command GOC, General Sir Archibald Hunter. Sykes’ introduction to the staff was inauspicious: he had broken his cheekbone when kicked by his horse, hence his face had to be bandaged, and he was housed in Smith-Dorrien's quarters while the rest of the staff were on maneuvers. This notwithstanding, he recovered quickly and thoroughly impressed his commander.32

The preparatory staff education Sykes received at Quetta was certainly as beneficial as that he would receive later at the Staff College. Sykes had tutors and essay assignments that challenged his thinking and literary abilities; in terms of military strategy and operations, he studied supply, training and morale; and on the tactical level he analyzed terrain and always included the detailed maps he drew to illustrate his concepts and ideas.33 Since Sykes had already completed an exhaustive study of India, his tasks at Quetta were manageable. He received high marks for analysis, but in terms of his ability to put together a staff package he was perhaps a little verbose and came across as too ‘intellectual’ (with the military's negative connotations of that term).34 Having excelled in his preparatory training, he was eager to improve himself once again. In April 1907 Sykes obtained leave to return to England for the Staff College examination.

He failed it. Although this was not an unusual outcome for aspiring staff officers on their first attempt – Haig and Trenchard also failed – to Sykes it was another hint that even though he had great abilities he was an outsider. When he did eventually pass the next year, it was for a new staff college just opened in India rather than the traditional one at Camberley. Twenty years earlier India had attracted the best and the brightest in uniform, but by 1907 its luster was fading as Germany began to loom on the horizon as a growing economic and military threat.

When the War Office ordered Sykes to Germany to observe the military maneuvers in 1907, he recovered his good spirits. Sykes was attached to the German XVIII Army Corps while the manuevers took place in Ober-Hessen and Hessen-Nassau between 6 and 18 September 1907.35 Proudly wearing a German medal he had earned earlier in India, Sykes reported to the commander of the German ‘blue force’.36 He was received warmly and introduced to the entire staff but, as the only foreign officer present, he felt slightly intimidated by the situation. The Germans found Sykes’ Indian Khaki uniform humorous; he found their drunken festivities ‘particularly trying’. Throughout the military exercises, Sykes increasingly sensed the German animosity toward England and observed the maneuvers as if scouting the enemy.

In typical fashion, Sykes took his job seriously. His focus was broad and his assessment exhaustive, as he looked at everything from latrines, to tactics, to pay. The Germans demonstrated their traditional particularism, which Sykes condemned as inefficient. Yet he suspected that it would evaporate in time of war. Overall, he criticized most of the maneuvers, implying that the British system was superior.37 Sykes noted the German propensity to over-control events, to fabricate unrealistic scenarios, and to allow too many orderlies and civilians to interrupt the actual conduct of operations. German cavalry tactics were sloppy, fire discipline was poor, and communication techniques were unsophisticated in terms of the newest signals technology.38

Sykes also noted the German emphasis on offensive doctrine. Although he had not yet been through the Staff College, Sykes was already familiar with the concepts and supposed universal principles of war that dominated military theory at the time, such as offense, offensive—defensive, initiative, counterattack, and concentration. He agreed with the Germans’ approach that the offensive was the key to victory and appreciated their opinion that it was easier to learn prudence than dash on the battlefield. The Germans liked to quote the German military revisionist Scharnhorst: ‘Victory is won by teaching soldiers how to die, not how to avoid dying/Sykes was a prudent man, but he was writing a report for the War Office and still trying to get into the Staff College. Therefore, whether he sincerely believed it or not, he concurred with the German approach to (offensive) doctrine and the emphasis on teaching and training.39

Sykes passed the Staff College entrance examination on his second attempt and in February 1908 joined the staff at Quetta under Major-General Sir Thomas Capper. For the next two years Sykes perfected his staff abilities while becoming officially indoctrinated into the accepted contemporary military theory of the European powers during the pre-war years. Sykes found that the Staff College curriculum clearly focused on Clausewitz. As part of their study of strategy in preparation for their essays, Sykes and his fellow students were supplied with a copy of the Staff College's ‘Notes on War’, a collection of excerpts from the writings of Clausewitz and other military theorists. Sykes’ essay, a detailed analysis often previous wars, with an emphasis on Clausewitz and Napoleon I, was a typical submission.40

Unlike some of his fellow students, Sykes had expertly reflected the commandant's theoretical emphasis at the staff college. In a lecture to Sykes’ class, Capper criticized his pupils’ preoccupation with details and their lack of understanding of the basic principles of war – primarily the importance of moral over physical force.41 Capper's ideas all related to what Clausewitz had written, but some involved questionable interpretation:

After all is said and done, the art of war consists almost entirely in the application of one principle. That principle never changes. It is the principle that determination to conquer or die must pervade all ranks . . . Let, then your guiding light in Strategy be – the concentration of all the efforts you can possibly command on the decisive point, having first carefully distinguished what that point is; the preservation of the idea that will lead you to do this through all the varying fortunes of war by a bold initiative preserved under all conditions, and by an uncompromising offensive.42

Capper continued by arguing that the enemy would impose his will upon the army that failed to keep the offensive, and then noted that a cautious spirit was ‘most un-English’. He quoted Clausewitz: ‘Even foolhardiness, that is boldness without an object, is not to be despised.’43

Analyzing the battle at Mukden in 1905, Capper credited the Japanese victory to their being better men because their hearts were in the right place – they had obtained the necessary ‘organized abnegation of self.44 He never mentioned the fact that such blind obedience to this moral foundation led to heavy casualties in 1905 as men tried to charge machine-guns. Thus, the highly sought Staff College into which Sykes had finally gained entrance demanded acceptance of several supposed fundamental truths that would create severe problems in 1914.

Sykes was persuaded of the need to become one of the insiders, and at the Staff College he demonstrated his excellent student abilities by embracing Staff College teachings.45 Capper had stated that England was used to small wars and that in the event of a large one it would have to enter battle with every atom available. Sykes remembered this in August 1914 when he took all available air resources to France. In addition, the analysis of Sykes’ essays indicates that in 1908 he had an excellent knowledge of military history, a veritable mastery of approved strategic and tactical concepts, and a deep appreciation of technology in warfare.46 His essays, like most of his writings, were illustrated with many detailed drawings, which not only demonstrated his freehand talent, but indicated his preference for visual conceptualization.47 Finally, the Staff College left Sykes more a strategic and operational thinker than a tactician. His visual focus was on campaigns and wars rather than battles, and he maintained this theoretical orientation in the First World War, where he fought against short-sighted conventional habits in the use of air power and constantly tried to implement new technologies into war-winning strategies.

Sykes’ Staff College experience involved more than just the classroom. While at Quetta he purchased his first automobile, one of the first in India. Since no one in the town knew anything about repairs, Sykes had to take a course in motor engineering while on leave.48 Such a course certainly paid off handsomely later, as aircraft were fitted with whatever automobile engines were available, and pilots had to know a great deal about their engines in order to keep them running. Although increasingly a technologist, Sykes was a cavalry man who maintained his admiration and deep affection for horses, a trait for which he was well known at the college. In and out of the classroom, Sykes impressed instructors and comrades with his abilities and with his dedication. He was willing to spread his talents and help others, and he made several life-long acquaintances. One friend wrote: ‘We all loved Sykie and admired his sterling character. His wonderful power of work and his courage.’49 After completing the Staff College, Sykes left for South Africa where he commanded a machine-gun training camp at Bloemfontein. This was a significant assignment, as he would later call upon his experience with machine-guns to help in organizing a corps for the War Office in 1916. More important in terms of his military career and future, however, was the time he spent on leave in England, when he persuaded Captain H. Wood to arrange a ride for him in a Farman boxkite (biplane) at Brooklands. Following this seminal incident, Sykes returned to South Africa where he continued to receive letters from friends in India who missed him and urged his quick return.50

He did return to India, but not until many years and a world war had passed. Sykes’ adventure in ballooning and his recent flight in a heavier-than-air machine had sparked in him an enthusiasm which would not die. Upon arriving back in England to work in the War Office, Sykes was preoccupied with thoughts of flying. Aware that flying in the early 1900s was one of the most dangerous exploits man had invented, he cast aside fears and disregarded warnings from suspicious soldiers that the pursuit of such a novelty was equally dangerous to one's professional career. Flying required a spirit of adventure, courage, physical stamina and the conviction to cast a larger net than it might be possible to retrieve. It suited Sykes perfectly.
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