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1 Introduction

In the history of aviation, of the many
thousands of types of aircraft designed and
built throughout the world for a multitude of
purposes in war and peace, a relatively small
number have proved to be so successful in
combining performance, utility and
maintainability with ease of operation and
popularity with aircrew as to make them
historically famous.

The first examples of this were
undoubtedly the Avro 504 of 1914 and the
Curtis ‘Jenny’ which together set for the
first time standards of good, viceless
controllability leading to the practical
training of tens of thousands of pilots
during World War 1 and on into the late
1920s.

In the 1930s the Hurricane, Spitfire and
Douglas DC-2/DC-3 began their historic
careers, followed during the war years of
1939-45 by the Lancaster, Mustang, Mos-
quito, B-17 Fortress, FW 190 and the
Japanese Zero, each of which was the best in
its class in the world. In the last months of
that war the Me262 began to show that, as
the world's first operational jet, it was also in
this category of exceptional and memorable
aeroplanes.

Right:

A B(I) Mk 12 for South Africa on
production test from Samlesbury
in 1963. British Aerospace

Left:

On test from Warton on 25 July
1950, the prototype B Mk 2,
VX165, posed by the author for
Charles Sims's camera (no
telephoto lens!) in the tail turret of
a Lancaster from RAE.
Noteworthy are the internal ‘blast
protection’ windscreen and
absence of the final standard
canopy rear fairing.

The Aeroplane

The immediate postwar period brought
many prototype attempts at making good use
of the newly available and powerful
centrifugal and axial flow jet engines, but it
was not until the emergence of the North
American F-86 Sabre in 1948 and the Hawker
Hunter in 1950 that the first of the ‘classic’ jet
fighters appeared.

Similarly in the bomber field, the late
1940s produced a crop of twin and multijet
prototypes in France, America and Britain of
which the Boeing B-47 Stratojet and the
English Electric A1 emerged as exceptional. It
is the latter aircraft, later named Canberra,
Britain's first jet bomber and the first design
of a small team of specialist engineers and
designers selected for the purpose and based
initially in a deserted garage in the centre of
industrial Preston at the end of World War 2,
that is the subject of this book.

From its first public demonstration at the
Farnborough display in 1949, the Canberra
drew and held the attention of the aviation
world. Here was a bomber which could out-
manoeuvre all the fighters of the time and
climb to 10,000ft and more above their ceiling;
and one which was simple to maintain and
a delight to fly. And it was British.
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