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Ringway 
 
Construction of the all-grass airfield at Ringway began after being ceremonially started by Alderman Joseph 
Toole on 28 November 1935, and its first use was on 17 May 1937, when a de Havilland Hornet Moth 
DH.87B (G-ADND), piloted by Duncan Menzies, bound for Barton airfield en route from White Waltham in 
Berkshire, was forced by heavy rain to land at Ringway - a month before the first (westerly) portion was 
opened in June 1937 for use as a flight testing facility by Fairey Aviation, who at the time were producing 
large numbers of the single-engine Fairey Battle light bombers for the RAF. On 17 May 2012, Duncan 
Menzies’ son Peter returned to Manchester in G-ADND (W9385/YG-L), which was flown by its owner David 
Weston, to mark the airport's 75th birthday.   
 
An assembly hangar was opened for Fairey Aviation from 8 June 1938, but was not officially opened for 
public use until 25 June. Two days later, Ringway handled its first scheduled flight: a KLM (Royal Dutch 
Airlines) operated a Douglas DC-2 – the first all-metal aircraft - to Amsterdam. 
 
The first Runway Contact Light System outside the USA was installed in January 1939 to allow airport 
operators and Ministry Officials the opportunity to assess its performance in assisting the pilot from the 
ground in adverse weather conditions. The system of lighting was evolved for use in conjunction with the 
'Lorenz' blind landing radio navigation system, enabling the pilot to approach the airport down the beam to 
the last marker beacon, and then pick up the series of lights (known as Chance lights after the manufacturer 
of the system, Chance Brothers & Co., Ltd, of Smethwick, Staffordshire) with their coloured filters and 
illuminated cross-strips to accurately gauge his position in relation to the line down which he was landing.  
 
The terminal building was the westernmost of the large buildings and incorporated the control tower, 
administration, restaurant, and the hangar, which was later called Hangar 1. It was adequate for the traffic 
of the day, which included services to UK destinations and Amsterdam. 7,600 passengers used the airport 
in the first 14 months (which would account for a quiet hour in today’s figures of over 61,000 passengers a 
day). 
 
RAF Ringway  
During the Second World War, Ringway became the main training centre for Britain’s Airborne Forces, and 
was selected because it was far enough away from German raids and the intense fighter and bomber 
activity over the eastern counties. Construction of a Royal Air Force station, which included two large 
hangars, workshops, barrack blocks and ancillary accommodation, had already started in the northeast 
corner of the airport during spring 1939, and were completed in March 1940. 
 
RAF Ringway was initially used by No 1 Operational Training Unit (OTU), RAF Coastal Command, and the 
Women's Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF) were set up in No 6 hangar for parachute packing, where their teams 
worked eight-hour shifts around the clock.  
Following a directive by the Prime Minister Winston Churchill in mid-June that a force of 5,000 trained allied 
paratroopers (including men and women agents of the Special Operations Executive (SOE) be created 
forthwith, a ‘Central Landing School’ (CLS – later to be known as the Parachute Training School - PTS) 
was established. Squadron Leader Louis Strange, DSO MC DFC, arrived at Ringway to take command on 
the day of its official formation on 21 June. Other RAF personnel arrived over the next few days, and by 5 
July, the first pilots were passed out on the unit’s only aircraft – a converted Armstrong Whitworth Whitley 
bomber.  
 
The airfield was bombed by the Luftwaffe during the Manchester Blitz on 28 November 1940, but although 
no significant damage was caused, the all-grass runway, which was always suffered badly in wet weather, 
froze solid during the winter of that year; the ruts causing damage to the undercarriage of taxiing aircraft. 
Between June and December 1941, two asphalt runways of 3,000ft (910m) length were laid down, 
designated 06/24 and 10/28. 06/24 was lengthened to 4,200ft (1300m) in January 1943 to accommodate 
four-engine aircraft, and a 3,300ft (1,000m) third runway (02/20) was also constructed. Three large 



permanent south-side hangars (numbered 521, 522, and 523) were built in 1941-2 to Ministry of Aircraft 
Production designs and used for the assembly of Avro York military transport aircraft.  
 
The landing ground at Ringway was soon deemed too busy for the trainee paratroopers, and an alternative 
location was found via Lord Maurice Egerton, who owned the large secluded historic Tatton Park Estate, 
strategically located to the north of the town of Knutsford, just five miles south of Ringway. Initially only used 
as the main dropping zone, the first of which took place on 13 July, it was expanded as the intensity of 
parachuting activities expanded. A 3600ft (1090m) emergency NE-SW landing strip was laid down which 
was used by the Whitley and Vickers Wellington bombers, along with other aircraft that were placed for 
storage during 1942-43. Lord Egerton’s co-operation attributed a great deal of the early success of the PTS. 
On 26 April 1941, Winston Churchill, accompanied by his wife, arrived to inspect the progress personally. 
As the initiator of the Allied Airborne Forces, he watched a combined exercise by the CLE and PTS involving 
a formation of six Whitleys dropping forty paratroopers and their equipment on Ringway, towing and 
formation landing of five single-seat gliders and a demonstration by the newly delivered eight-seat General 
Aircraft GAL.48 ‘Hotspur’ troop-carrying assault glider, and Churchill was said to have been "reasonably 
satisfied with the progress made in difficult circumstances." 

 




