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Born in Battersea on 5th. July 1906, perhaps the young Ralph Mountain later, when a pupil at Westminster City School
became inspired by the Royal Flying Corps, and then the fledgling RAF during the War Years, in intense aerial combat.
Zepplin bombing raids were initiated from January 1915, and the Kaiser authorised direct attacks on London from May.
Aircraft from the Royal Navy Air Stations tried to intercept and destroy Zepplins approaching the coast & the Thames,

whilst the Royal Flying Corps took over responsibilities when these crossed the coast heading for their bombing targets.
After a struggle, by 1917 the anti-aircraft gun defences had become stronger so the threat of raids gradually diminished.
Teenage boys learned about their heroes in action over the skies of London, with many other industrial cities and ports.

Acrial dog-fights over the trenches in N. France also featured in popular comics & magazines such as Boys Own Paper.
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The RAF came into being in April 1918 through the merging of the Royal Flying Corps & the Royal Naval Air Service.
To the south of London was a small but key military airfield of Beddington Aerodrome which was opened in December
1915 as one of the series of airfields ringing London, to counter the threat of the German bombers and the Zepplin raids.
Beddington continued to operate postwar until March 1920, by such time it had become a flying training establishment.
Across the A23 from Beddington, was Waddon Aerodrome that was opened as a test flying ground for military aircraft
for a government-owned National Aircraft Factory No.1 which was closed with conclusion of the Great War hostilities:
These aerodromes were shortly to become the forerunner of Croydon Airport replacing the civil airfields of Hounslow
Heath and Cricklewood. At first known as the Croydon Aerodrome, this facility officially opened on 29th March 1920,
and as Croydon Airport, when home to newly formed Imperial Airways Ltd. after amalgamation of our airlines in 1924.

Imperial Airways Ltd. (IAL) was destined to play such a significant part in Ralph’s career in aviation from March 1936.
Developments in both aircraft and flying techniques progressed so rapidly to captivate new generations of enthusiasts. ..
Ralph Mountain was one of those inspired by an interest in flying with the prospect of a sought-afier career in aviation.

To the south of Croydon is Kenley Common where another airfield was constructed in the Great War for the assembling
and the testing of those aircraft designated for supply to the various Royal Flying Corps Squadrons operating in France.

With the formation of the RAF, the Kenley establishment became a permanent Royal Air Force Station as RAF Kenley.
This was to continue as a significant base for the training of RAF personnel right up to its eventual closure during 1959.

In leaving Westminster City School, Ralph Mountain studied at the College of Estate Management, London University.
Then in March 1928 he enrolled on a Short Service Commission in the RAF to attain a rank of Flying Officer by 1933.
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Following induction at RAF Sealand in Flintshire, he was able to train much nearer home at RAF Kenley during 1929.
Then further afield again ~ in Scotland at RAF Leuchars near St. Andrews, and at RAF Donibristle also located in Fife;
~ next heading to RAF North Weald in May 1930, before being posted to HMS Courageous to pilot Fairey Flycatchers.
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The Aircraft Carrier HMS Courageous
(left) lying off Spithead with Ralph’s

small Fairey Flycatcher soaring away:
(above) showing detail of twin decks |
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HMS Courageous was a former Light Cruiser from the Great War, which had been converted at Devonport from 1924
to be an aircraft carrier that was re-commissioned in 1928. One month after joining the carrier from 7th. October 1930,
Ralph was able to experience life at sea - and in the air ! Followed by 2 Mediterranean cruises in January 1931 & 1932.
[HMS Courageous was to become the victim of a U-Boat just a formight into WW?2, when sunk off the coast of Ireland. ]
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Back on shore in November 1932, at RAF Martlesham Heath in Suffolk, Ralph concluded his active service in the RAF
with a rank of Flying Officer & transferred to the Reserve of Air Force Officers, entering employment in Autumn 1933.
Thereon he joined the United Africa Company as an Engineer and Trader, then sailed for West Africa on 14th. October.
This was destined to be the first of his significant associations with Africa: in Nigeria, at Durban, and finally Cyrenaica.

Subsequently, in 1934 Ralph returned to the UK, in August joining the Power Petroleum Co. as Area Rep. for Cheshire.
Yet ambitions lay elsewhere with a career in aviation which was achieved in March 1936 when he was engaged by IAL.

His first appointment with IAL was as a Probationary First Officer, and so Ralph entered a period of extensive training,
that encompassed the Air Navigator 2nd. Class, together with the Wireless Telegraphy (W/T) Air Operator’s Licences,
and extension to Ground Engineer’s Licence. This was significantly then followed by a Flying Boat Conversion Course.
Therefore from his initial training undertaken at Croydon, Ralph was now receiving experience at IAL’s base at Hythe,
and he was posted to Empire Flying Boat operations in September 1937, having been confirmed as First Officer in June.

In this capacity, his first long distance round trip by Flying Boat was on 14th. September to Khartoum - with the return
flight departing on the 20th... By 7th. October he passed along this route again and took time out to write to his parents
from a night stop at its Grand Hotel, where he recorded his experience (heading for Kisumu with other letters on 19th.):
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though at first, the air trapped inside just about kept the fuselage buoyant for a short period of time in over 5m of water !
As First Officer on Cygnus, Ralph had been sitting behind the 2 pilots Captain R.P Mollard & Acting Capt. F.U Hollins
and was thrown forward through the shattered cockpit windscreen along with his colleague Second Officer E.C Barnes.
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Of 18 passengers and 2 further crew members Radio Officer F.G Hanscombe and Flight Clerk (Steward) F.L Stoppani,
the impact had tragically killed Captain William MacDonald-Farquhar of Melbourne, Australia and Frederick Stoppani.
They had almost certainly died instantaneously, whilst various of the passengers & the crew had been seriously injured:
This included Marshal of the Royal Air Force Sir John Salmond & Robert Lutyens the only son of Sir Edward Lutyens
- he was the only passenger who had survived that now refused to go to hospital and instead chose to travel on to Rome.
* It was reported that Mr. Lutyens on reaching Rome, drove to an hotel and received medical attention, his injuries
being specially treated to prevent infection from aluminium paint which is used extensively on aircraft... ”

When he surfaced, Ralph was badly dazed with cuts and bruises, but did not head to a rescue boat which was arriving !
His courageous actions took him back to Cygnus which he soon reached in being an excellent swimmer & accessed via
the forward hatchway where 3 passengers had already climbed out onto the fuselage. He overruled advice of colleagues
and entered the aircraft in diving down on 3 separate occasions to search for survivors who might still be trapped inside.
He did so without regard to his own safety as he made his way through much luggage & debris to the rear compartment.



















