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RESEARCH NOTE:  ORIGINS OF FORMATION FLYING


Although heavier‑than‑air flight is an American invention, the European nations were much quicker to grasp the military applications of the airplane.  By the outbreak of the Great War, Germany organized more than 200 serviceable military aircraft into 41 detachments of 5‑ 6 machines each, while the US had only a single squadron of 8 aircraft.


German aviators had advoctated formation flying as early as 1913.  Maj Wilhelm Seigert, one of the principal advocates of German air power, led detachments of aircraft on several cross‑country flights.  John R. Cuneo notes on page 108 in his book Winged Mars:  The German Air Weapon, 1870‑1914 (Harrisburg, PA:  Mil Serv Pub, 1942; UH15C8v.1) that Major Seigert "lent" medals to the aviators who completed these flights.


Formation flying was unknown during the first months of war because of aircraft shortages and a prevailing spirit of independence among the pilots (Cuneo, Vol 2, p. 227).  The first encounter with a large German formation (coordinated of happenstance?) made an impression on the British and is recorded on p. 136 of the official history War in the Air by H.A. Jones (Oxford:  Clarendon, 1928; D602R25v2).


German fliers Oswald Boelcke and Max Immelmann are generally considered to have been the originators of the first aircraft formation doctrine.  Boelcke felt that he could not successfully concentrate on an attack and at the same time worry about being surprised by another enemy aircraft.  Boelcke and Immelmann worked as a team, or "Kommando", to destroy Allied observation aircraft.  They passed on their new‑found tactics to other pilots in their squadron.  Ref:  Edward H. Sims, Fighter Tactics and Strategy, 1914‑1970 (NY:  Harper, 1972; UH200S5), pp. 17‑18.


The British responded by developing formations of their own.  See the pertinent order from Jones (War in the Air, p. 156), which describes the formations to be used to combat the "Fokker Era."  The contest for control of the air was to continue for the remainder of the war, with each side trying to develop superior tactics and machinery.

