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“For a second or two the speed of the engine increased slowly and then, with a rising shriek like

an air-raid siren, the speed began to rise rapidly, and large patches of red heat became visible on

the combustion chamber casing.” 

Frank Whittle, on the first run of the Whittle Unit, 12 April 1937
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S T A T I O N  0

THE AIR BEFORE

Aero-engineers number the stations of a jet engine like waypoints on a

journey. Station 0 is the undisturbed air, far ahead of the machine, before the

engine has touched it. This book follows the air. We begin where the air

begins: still, cold, and unconquered.

STATION READING — In 1958, the piston airliner at its best crossed

from New York to Paris in about nine hours. In October of that year the

Boeing 707 cut it to little more than six [H7]. What stood between the

two times was not a better propeller. It was the end of the propeller.
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C H A p t e R  1

The Ceiling of the Propeller

By the late 1930s, the piston aero-engine was one of the most refined machines ever built. It had grown

from the fragile motors of the Wright brothers into supercharged radials and V-twelves that could run

for hundreds of hours between overhauls, cross oceans, and fight wars. The Rolls-Royce Merlin, the Pratt

& Whitney Twin Wasp and their peers were masterpieces of metallurgy, machining and fuel chemistry.

And they were nearly at their end, not because anyone had built a better piston engine, but because the

physics of air had turned against the whole arrangement.

The problem had three faces. The first was the propeller itself. A propeller is a rotating wing, and like a

wing it depends on smooth airflow. As aeroplanes flew faster, the tips of the propeller — which move

through the air far faster than the aeroplane itself, since rotation adds to forward speed — began to

approach the speed of sound. Near that boundary the airflow over a blade turns compressible: shock

waves form, efficiency falls away, and noise and vibration rise. The propeller could be geared, variable-

pitched, widened and twisted, and all of these were done. What could not be done was to repeal the

arithmetic that made its tips the fastest-moving part of the aeroplane.

The second face was the engine’s appetite for complexity. To keep a piston engine breathing at altitude,

where the air is thin, engineers had bolted on superchargers — compressors driven by the engine or by

its  exhaust  — which restored the pressure the altitude had stolen.  It  is  one of  the quiet  ironies  of

aviation history that the answer to the piston engine’s altitude problem was already a small turbine. The

exhaust-driven  turbocharger,  developed  in  the  years  after  Sanford  Moss  published  his  work  on

turbocompressors in 1900 and ran a testbed example in 1903 [H12], taught a generation of engineers

how to make hot gas spin a shaft at tens of thousands of revolutions per minute. The future was riding

on the back of the past, disguised as an accessory.

The third face was power. A fighter or airliner of the late 1930s might need two thousand horsepower

and want more every year, and each increment of piston power cost more weight, more cylinders, more

cooling, more moving parts wearing against each other. Power in a piston engine scales with the number

of explosions per minute, and every explosion is a separate mechanical event that must be contained,

timed  and  cooled.  The  machinery  grew  Baroque.  Designers  could  see  the  ceiling:  more  power

demanded more engine, and more engine ate the aeroplane.

The air as an argumenT

Above all this machinery sat an unexamined ally. At thirty thousand feet the air is thin and very cold,

around minus fifty degrees Celsius, and for a propeller that thinness is a defect: less air to bite. But thin

air is exactly what a different kind of engine might want, if it could bring its own compression. An

engine that carried its atmosphere with it — that swallowed air, squeezed it by machinery until it was

dense, fed it to a fire, and let the fire’s expansion blow out behind — would care little whether the

surrounding air was thick or thin. It would want to fly high, where drag is low, and fast, where its intake

Chapter  1
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works best. The strangeness of the jet engine, when it arrived, was that its preferences were the precise

opposite  of  the  piston  engine’s.  Everything  that  limited  the  old  engine  —  altitude,  cold,  speed  —

flattered the new one.

Nobody reasoned their way to this conclusion in one step, and the men who did reason toward it were

mostly ignored. The jet engine was not invented by an industry looking for a better product. It was

invented at the margins, by people who had noticed that the ceiling over the propeller was real and who

refused to accept that the ceiling was the sky.

WhaT an airliner Was

It is worth fixing in the mind what flight meant on the eve of the jet, because the engine would not

merely improve flight; it would replace one social fact with another. The great piston airliners of the

1940s and 1950s — the Douglas DC-6 and DC-7, the Lockheed Constellation, the Boeing Stratocruiser —

were magnificent and slow. The crossing from New York to Paris took about nine hours [H7]. The cabins

shook with the drumming of four big piston engines; the crew flew through weather rather than above

it,  because the engines  needed air  thick enough to  breathe and that  air  carried storms.  Flying was

expensive,  loud,  and  wearing,  and  it  remained  the  province  of  the  few:  statesmen,  film  stars,  the

prosperous, the urgent.

The numbers that record what happened next are stark enough to state plainly. In 1957, the year before

the jet crossing became routine, the world’s airlines carried 87.2 million passengers. Sixty years later

they carried 4.34 billion, and in 2024 the total reached a record, with revenue passenger-kilometres 10.4

per  cent  above  2023  and  3.8  per  cent  above  the  pre-pandemic  year  2019  [H7][E3].  A  fifty-fold

multiplication of human movement sits downstream of one machine. This book is about that machine:

where it came from, how it works, what industries grew around it, what it costs, and where it is going.

C H A p t e R  2

An Old Idea

The jet engine feels like a child of the twentieth century, and as a working machine it is. As an idea it is

ancient, and its ancestry runs through some of the oldest recorded machines. The thread is reaction:

push a fluid one way, and the machine is pushed the other.

The first device in the record is the aeolipile, described by Hero of Alexandria in the first century AD: a

hollow sphere mounted on bearings, fed with steam, fitted with bent nozzles. Steam escaping through

the nozzles spun the sphere — a toy, a temple curiosity, and the earliest documented reaction engine

[H12]. Hero built no industry around it, and the aeolipile’s lesson lay dormant for fifteen centuries, but

the principle it demonstrated never left physics. It waited for materials.

Waiting is the theme of the whole early story, and it is worth saying plainly, because the jet engine’s

history is often told as a sudden invention in 1930. It was not. It was a slow convergence of three streams

— the  idea  of  reaction  propulsion,  the  thermodynamics  of  the  gas  turbine,  and the  metallurgy  to

survive its own fire — and the streams took more than a century to meet.

Chapter  2
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The Turbine on paper

In 1791, an Englishman named John Barber received British patent number 1833 for “A Method for

Rising Inflammable Air for the Purposes of Producing Motion”.  His machine had every conceptual

element of the modern gas turbine: a compressor to squeeze the air, a chamber in which fuel and air

would burn, and a turbine wheel on which the hot gas would work. He proposed to propel ships and

barges by reaction [H5][H12]. Nothing was built. The thermodynamics was sound; the century could

not supply compressor efficiency, heat-resistant metal, or manufacturing precision enough to make the

machine repay its own friction. A gas turbine that cannot compress more than its turbine consumes is a

stove with rotating furniture, and for most of the nineteenth century that was all the design could have

been.

The same gap between drawing and metal swallowed the next attempts. Franz Stolze built a project in

Berlin around 1904 with the first axial compressor — rows of blades passing air backwards through the

machine, the arrangement that would eventually dominate — and it failed to sustain itself. In France, the

Armengaud-Lemale turbine of 1906 used a centrifugal compressor and produced no useful power. Hans

Holzwarth’s  1910  machine  made  150  kilowatts  with  intermittent,  constant-volume  combustion,  a

different thermodynamic path that proved a cul-de-sac [H5]. These are not comic failures. Each was a

measurement of exactly how far the materials and the aerodynamics of the day fell  short,  and each

measurement informed the next attempt.

The firsT machine ThaT Worked

The honour of the first gas turbine to give back more power than it consumed belongs to Jens William

Ægidius Elling, a Norwegian engineer who in 1903 ran a machine with a centrifugal compressor and

produced net power [H12]. Elling’s turbine was a laboratory achievement, not a product, and Norway

had no aviation industry to receive it. Its meaning was simpler and larger: the account could balance. A

turbine could pay its own way. That fact, proven in a workshop in Kristiania, is the seed from which

every jet engine and every power-generation gas turbine on Earth descends.

While the turbine men struggled with power, the flight men began to think about reaction. In 1908 the

French engineer René Lorin patented a design for what would later be called the ramjet — an engine

with no moving parts that compresses air simply by ramming into it, workable only at high speed [H12].

Lorin could not fly his engine; nothing in 1908 could fly fast enough to light it. The ramjet remained an

engine waiting for  an aeroplane,  and largely  still  is.  In  1910 the  Romanian inventor  Henri  Coandă

exhibited a startling aeroplane at the Paris salon, propelled by a ducted fan rather than a propeller;

decades later he claimed it had burned fuel in the duct, making it a motorjet, and that it had flown and

crashed in December 1910. Historians treat both claims with caution [H12]. The Coandă episode is a

useful reminder that the history of invention is partly a history of argument about invention, and this

book marks contested claims as contested.

The single most prescient document of the whole prehistory is a French patent filed on 3 May 1921 by

Maxime Guillaume:  “Thruster  by reaction on air”  [H11].  Guillaume’s  design was an axial-flow gas

turbine  for  propulsion,  with  multiple  stages  in  both  compressor  and  turbine  and  a  single  large

combustion chamber — recognisably the architecture of a modern jet engine, drawn nine years before

Whittle’s patent. It was never built. The aerodynamics of multi-stage axial compression were not yet

Chapter  2
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understood well enough to make it efficient, and France did not pursue it. The patent slept in the record,

a complete answer filed before anyone had asked the question loudly enough.

The converging sTreams

By the late 1920s the three streams were close. Reaction propulsion had its patents and its eccentrics. Gas

turbine  thermodynamics  had  its  Elling  and  its  theory.  Metallurgy  was  learning,  through  the

turbocharger and the steam turbine, to make alloys that worked red-hot. In 1929 a young Soviet scientist,

Boris Stechkin, published the first theory of the supersonic ramjet [H12]; in 1928 a young Royal Air

Force cadet at Cranwell wrote a term thesis titled Future Developments in Aircraft Design, arguing that the

propeller was finished and that high, fast flight wanted a gas turbine blowing straight backwards [H3].

The cadet was Frank Whittle. The industry he would upend did not believe him, and neither, at first, did

his own government. But the idea’s time had arrived: by the late 1930s there were six teams chasing the

turbojet across three countries, three in Germany, two in Britain and one in Hungary, and by 1942 they

had been joined by half a dozen more British firms, three American efforts built on British technology,

and early work in the Soviet Union and Japan [H12]. Ideas whose time has come do not ask permission.

They accumulate.

C H A p t e R  3

The Stationary Fire

One more stream fed the river, and it is the one most often forgotten: the gas turbine learned to work on

the ground before it ever flew. The jet engine’s family tree does not run only through aviation. It runs

through power stations, and the connection matters to this book, because the same machine would later

flow back from the air to the ground, and today the descendants of the jet engine generate electricity,

drive ships and pump gas across continents.

In  1939,  the  same  year  the  first  jet  aircraft  flew,  the  Brown  Boveri  Company  of  Switzerland

commissioned  the  world’s  first  industrial  gas  turbine  for  electricity  generation  at  Neuchâtel.  The

machine was a landmark of heavy engineering, built not for lightness but for durability, and it stayed in

service for sixty-three years, until a generator failure in 2002 ended its run [H5]. In Budapest in 1937,

György Jendrassik had run the CS-1, a turboprop of about 1,000 horsepower — a gas turbine whose

power  went  to  a  shaft  and  a  propeller  rather  than  to  a  jet  [H5].  The  turbine  was  proving  itself

everywhere except where it would become famous.

These machines matter because they held the honest position of the establishment. Gas turbines were

heavy, thirsty, delicate devices that might, with care, turn a generator or assist a ship. Serious opinion

did not believe they could fly. In June 1940 — after Whittle’s engine had already run, after the He 178

had already flown — a Committee on Gas Turbines of the United States National Academy of Sciences

delivered its verdict: “In its present state… the gas turbine engine could hardly be considered a feasible

application  to  airplanes  mainly  because  of  the  difficulty  in  complying  with  stringent  weight

requirements  imposed  by  aeronautics”  [H5].  It  was  a  reasonable  judgment  made  from  stationary

assumptions, and it was wrong within a year.

Chapter  3
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The establishment’s error was not stupidity; it was extrapolation. The men on that committee knew gas

turbines as ground machinery, and ground machinery can always be heavier. Weight is the currency of

flight, and the committee correctly saw that the turbines they knew could not pay it. What they could

not see from inside their frame was that the flying gas turbine would not be a ground turbine made

light. It would be a new machine with a different logic, in which the turbine drives nothing but its own

compressor and the fire itself does the work of propulsion. That logic is the subject of the next part of

this book, and it arrived, as such things do, in two countries at once, in the minds of two men who never

met.

“Whittle… stressed the great simplicity of his engine. Hives commented, ‘We’ll soon design the bloody

simplicity out of it.’”

Ernest Hives of Rolls-Royce, quoted in the MIT Gas Turbine Laboratory’s history [H5]

The remark is affectionate and it is true in both directions. The jet engine began as an idea of stark

simplicity — a tube, a compressor, a fire, a turbine, a nozzle — and became one of the most complex

manufactured objects in the world. Both facts are the story.

C H A p t e R  4

The Piston Summit

To understand what  the  jet  replaced,  it  is  worth  standing for  a  moment  at  the  summit  of  the  old

technology, because the summit was magnificent. The piston aero engine of 1944 — the Rolls-Royce

Merlin and Griffon, the Pratt & Whitney R-2800 and R-4360, the Bristol Centaurus — was the densest

concentration of power per unit mass that engineering had ever achieved. The R-4360 corncob, twenty-

eight  cylinders  in  four  rows,  made  over  three  thousand  horsepower.  A  late-war  fighter  made  two

thousand horsepower from a machine weighing less than a small car, at altitudes where a man cannot

breathe, for hundreds of hours between overhauls [H5][H12].

And it was finished, and everyone who mattered knew it. The limits were physical, three of them, and

they closed together. First, the propeller: its blade tips, sweeping their great circles, approach the speed

of sound as the aeroplane approaches even four hundred miles per hour, and at the tips shock waves

form, thrust collapses and noise becomes destructive; a propeller cannot efficiently pull an aeroplane

much past five hundred. Second, the air itself: piston power is air power, and the thin cold air of altitude

starves an engine of  oxygen unless  it  is  force-fed by superchargers,  which cost  power to drive and

complexity  to  govern.  Third,  the  reciprocating  machine  itself:  pistons  stop  and  reverse  twice  per

revolution, thousands of times per minute, and every increase in power asks more of valves, springs,

bearings and balance that are already at the edge of metallurgy [H5].

The gap The jeT filled

What aviation needed by 1935 was an engine with no propeller, no reciprocating parts, and an appetite

for thin cold air. The gas turbine answered all three wants with one arrangement, but it is important to

see that the answer was not obviously economical.  The early jets burned fuel at  rates that appalled

Chapter  4
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airline accountants, and they made their thrust wastefully, as a fast thin jet. The turbojet conquered first

where  economics  mattered  least  and  performance  mattered  most  —  the  fighter  —  and  only  later,

through the turbofan,  became the better  business  proposition.  The piston engine’s  reign ended not

because it was beaten on cost but because it was beaten on the sky: there was no way to make it fly

higher and faster, and aviation is the industry that always chooses higher and faster [H5][H1].

C H A p t e R  5

The Rocket Alternative

There was another way to make a jet, and in the 1930s it was not obvious which way would win. The

rocket is the simpler machine: carry fuel and oxidiser, burn them, and fling the gas out behind, with no

compressor, no turbine, no dependence on the atmosphere at all. Rocket societies flourished in Germany,

Russia, America and Britain through the 1920s and 1930s; Opel flew rocket aircraft in Germany before

either country had a turbojet, and the first rocket-propelled aeroplane flights preceded the He 178 by a

decade [H12].

The rocket’s weakness is its appetite. Because it carries its oxygen as well as its fuel, it burns through its

propellant  in  minutes;  a  rocket  fighter  like  the  wartime  Me  163  Komet  had  powered  endurance

measured in single digits of minutes, after which it was a glider in a sky full of enemies. For weapons,

minutes suffice; for transport, they do not. The air-breathing engine’s decisive advantage is precisely that

it does not carry its oxidiser: the atmosphere supplies the mass, and the engine’s tank carries only fuel.

Every hour of jet flight is a dividend of that single fact [S1][H12].

The family tree of reaction propulsion thus divides by where the oxygen comes from. The rocket carries

it; the jet breathes it. The breathing branch divides again by how the air is compressed: by machinery

(the gas turbine), by speed (the ramjet and scramjet of chapter twenty-six), or by intermittent explosion

(the pulsejet of the V-1, cheap, deafening, and useless for passengers) [H1][M3]. The gas turbine won the

centre because it alone works from a standing start to high subsonic speed with airline economics. But

the branches never stopped mattering: rockets own space, ramjets own the fast missile, and the most

interesting  modern  concepts  — combined-cycle  engines  that  behave  as  turbines,  then  ramjets,  then

rockets in one flight — propose to merge the tree back together [M2][M3].

The overlap

The technologies are not strangers. The turbopump of a large rocket engine is a gas turbine driving a

pump instead of a compressor; the engineers who built the Jumo 004’s successors and the V-2’s pumps

drew on the same art  of fast,  hot,  rotating machinery.  And the rotating detonation work of chapter

twenty-six is, at present, mostly a rocket story, because detonation is easier to sustain in a rocket’s steady

supply of propellant than in an air-breather’s weather [M5]. The two lines of fire have been exchanging

parts and people for ninety years, and the exchange is not over.

Chapter  5
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C H A p t e R  6

The Science of Air

The jet engine could not have been invented before its time, and the time is worth defining. Three bodies

of knowledge had to exist before a Whittle or a von Ohain was possible. The first was thermodynamics:

the  cycle  ideas  of  Carnot,  and  their  embodiment  in  Brayton’s  engine  of  1872,  established  what  a

continuous-flow heat engine could in principle do [S1][H12].  The second was aerodynamics:  by the

1930s the wind tunnel and the circulation theory of lift had matured into a quantitative science, and the

compressor — a machine of a thousand small wings — could be designed rather than guessed. Griffith’s

work  at  the  Royal  Aircraft  Establishment,  whatever  his  error  about  Whittle’s  proposal,  was  the

respectable face of that science [H3]. The third was metallurgy: the stainless steels and the first heat-

resisting alloys, developed for the superchargers and exhaust valves of the piston wars, stood ready to

be pushed further into Nimonic [H2].

The threshold metaphor of chapter five can now be made precise. Around 1935, for the first time in

history, a competent young engineer could compute a compressor that would work, specify a turbine

that  would  survive,  and  see  that  the  two,  joined  by  a  fire,  would  propel  an  aeroplane  faster  than

anything then flying. The invention was not a flash; it was the moment the sum of three sciences crossed

into feasibility, in several countries at once [H1][H5]. Everything since has been the working out of that

crossing — the compression chapters, the alloy chapters, the business chapters, all of them the long

division of one 1930s insight.

It  is  worth holding this model of  invention against  the romantic one,  because the industry’s future

depends on it. The next engine thresholds — the open fan’s acoustics, the rotating detonation’s control,

hydrogen’s tanks — are the same shape: waiting where several sciences must cross at once. The way to

find the future of propulsion is to watch the sciences, not the headlines [F1][M5].

C H A p t e R  7

Elling’s Machine

The first gas turbine that sustained itself — that made more power than its own compressor consumed

— ran not in Britain or Germany but in Norway, in 1903, built by Jens William Ægidius Elling. His

machine was small, its efficiency poor, its life short, and its significance enormous: it proved that the

Brayton arrangement could cross the line from theoretical curiosity to self-supporting machine [H12]

[S1].  Elling  spent  the  following  years  improving  it,  reaching  temperatures  that  would  have  melted

ordinary steel by cooling and staging his compressor, and dreaming aloud of applications the materials

of his day could not serve.

Why did the world not follow? The same wall that stopped Guillaume’s 1921 patent [H11]: to make the

gas turbine useful, the compressor must be better than good, the turbine must survive a fire the metals

of 1903 could not long survive, and the two must be matched with an aerodynamic precision that the
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workshop of 1903 could not hold. Elling’s machine answered yes to the question “can it run?” and the

following thirty years — the age of the supercharger, the stainless steels, the wind tunnel — answered

“can it matter?” By 1935 the answer was ready, and the inventors of chapter four and five walked into a

room that Elling had unlocked [H1][H5].

Remembering Elling is not antiquarian piety; it is calibration. The interval from first self-sustaining run

to world-changing machine was thirty-four years. Modern observers who measure the open fan, the

rotating detonation engine or the hydrogen turbine against quarterly expectations are using the wrong

clock. This industry’s clock runs in decades, and its minutes are made of metallurgy [F1][M5][S4].

C H A p t e R  8

The Names of the Fire

The technology named itself as it went, and the names carry its history.  Gas turbine is the engineer’s

name, descriptive and complete: a turbine driven by hot gas. Turbojet specifies the use: the turbine’s gas

becomes the jet. Whittle’s own early term was jet propulsion by gas turbine, and the industry’s first trade

word,  “jeto,”  mercifully  died young [H3][H1].  The  German names  ran on different  lines:  Heinkel’s

“HeS” numbers stood for Heinkel-Strahltriebwerk, Heinkel jet engine, and the state programmes hid

behind the bland “109-” numbering that made the Jumo 004 officially the 109-004 [M1].

The family names that followed map the architecture chapters exactly: turboprop when the turbine drives

a propeller, turbofan when it drives a ducted fan, turboshaft when it drives anything else, bypass engine for

the fan’s early years before the American word won. The commercial names are their own literature:

Nene and Derwent from English rivers and hills in Rolls-Royce’s old piston tradition; Olympus from

myth; Trent from the river by Derby; LEAP as a plain acronym of ambition [H1][C4][S3]. The soldiers

name their engines after snakes and rivers too, on both sides of every ocean.

And then there is the name of this book’s subject as the public holds it:  the jet engine, two words that

strictly mean any reaction engine but that the world has permanently assigned to one machine — the

gas turbine with a fan. Language, like the market, voted for the winning architecture [S1].

C H A p t e R  9

The Aeroplane the Engine Needed

The jet engine could not exploit itself.  A turbojet in a 1935 airframe is a powerful engine in a slow

aeroplane, because the airframes of the day — draggy, straight-winged, lightly built — met their own

wall, compressibility, before the engine met any of its. The engine needed three gifts from aerodynamics

and structures before its promise could be cashed, and the gifts arrived in the same decade that the

engine did [H12].
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The first gift was the swept wing. German aerodynamicists showed that sweeping the wing delayed the

onset of shock drag toward higher speeds; the wartime jets and every fast aeroplane since wear the

sweep.  The  second  was  the  pressurised  fuselage:  the  stratosphere,  where  the  jet  is  efficient,  is

unbreathable, and the cabin became a pressure vessel — the innovation whose fatigue failure destroyed

the early Comets and whose mastery underlies every safe airliner since [H6]. The third was structural:

stressed-skin aluminium construction, already maturing, which could be built light and smooth enough

for jet speeds and strong enough for jet loads.

The co-evolution never stopped. The big fan needed the underwing pod; the pod needed the pylon and

its aerodynamic tailoring; the wide-body needed the high-bypass engine to exist at all [S5]. Every major

engine advance has demanded an airframe to match, and every airframe advance an engine; the two

industries argue like an old marriage, and the aeroplane is their joint work. This book gives the engine

its own volume; the airframe’s is another story, braided through this one at every station [H12][H8].

C H A p t e R  1 0

The Fire’s Address

This book is organised by station numbers, and the device deserves a defence before the last part begins.

The station system is the engine’s own bookkeeping: standard positions along the flow, numbered so

that any engineer in any country can say “station 4” and be understood to mean the fire’s exit,  the

turbine’s door, the hottest address in aviation. The numbering is older than the fan; it grew with the

military  engine  programmes of  the  1950s,  and it  survives  in  every  test  report  and certification file

written today [S1][S6].

The stations make a natural narrative because they are a journey with stakes. Air arrives at station 0 as

weather and leaves station 9 as  thrust;  between those addresses lie  all  the transformations that  the

century of this book had to master. Organising the story by stations instead of decades is this book’s

small wager that the machine explains the history better than the calendar does: each era of the jet age

can be read as the conquest of one more station, one more degree of temperature, one more point of

pressure, one more decibel of quiet.

The reader who remembers only the addresses has the plot: 0, the sky; 2, the fan’s face; 3, the squeeze

complete; 4, the fire; 5, the work taken; 9, the push. Everything else — the money, the metals, the men —

is commentary on those seven numbers [S1].

C H A p t e R  1 1

The Wind’s House

One instrument stands behind everything in this book, and it is not an engine: the wind tunnel. The

compressor is a thousand wings; the turbine is a thousand more; and wings are understood, to this day,
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by blowing air over them in a controlled stream and measuring what happens. The jet engine was born

in the age when the tunnel matured from craft to science, and its development has never left the tunnel’s

side [H5].

The engine’s own tunnels grew specialised. Compressor rigs isolate one stage or one blade row and map

it at every angle and speed; turbine rigs do the same in heat; whole-engine altitude cells, the giants of

the species, reproduce the stratosphere on the ground — the thin cold air, the forward speed’s ram, even

the ice and the birds, fed to the running engine in its chamber [S3]. The cascade wind tunnel, a row of

blades in a bench-top stream, is where much of the real aerodynamics of this book was quietly done,

decade by decade, blade by blade [H5][S1].

The tunnel’s modern partner is the simulation: computational fluid dynamics now shapes the blades

before metal is cut, and the rig verifies what the computer proposes. The partnership is the industry’s

current form, and it has changed the tempo — designs that once needed years of cut-and-try emerge

from the machine nearly right, and the tunnel’s role shifts from discovery to proof [S3]. The wind’s

house is still standing; it just has a tenant now.
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S T A T I O N S  1  A N D  2

TWO MEN, ONE FIRE

At station 1 the air meets the machine’s face; at station 2 the compressor has

begun its work. The jet engine met the world the same way: through a

narrow intake of two minds, in two countries, compressing the same idea at

the same time.

STATION READING — Whittle’s experimental engine first ran on 12

April 1937 at Rugby [H3]. Von Ohain’s hydrogen-fuelled HeS 1 ran in

early 1937 at Heinkel [H13]. Neither man knew of the other. The jet

engine was invented twice, independently, within a single season.
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C H A p t e R  1 2

The Cadet’s Thesis

Frank Whittle was born in Coventry in 1907, the son of a foreman in a machine-tool firm, and the Royal

Air Force very nearly refused him. At fifteen he applied to join as an aircraft apprentice, passed the

written examination easily, and failed the medical. The story of what followed has the shape of a parable

and the virtue of being documented: he put himself on a diet and exercise regime of his own devising,

applied again, and this time was accepted. He reported to Cranwell as a boy apprentice in September

1923 [H3].

The apprenticeship made him three things at once: a mechanic, who understood engines as metal; a

pilot,  who understood them as behaviour;  and a scholar,  who understood them as ideas.  The third

quality announced itself by accident. Every flight cadet at the RAF College had to write a scientific thesis

each term, and for his fourth-term paper Whittle chose Future Developments in Aircraft Design. Working

through the arithmetic of propeller efficiency at speed and altitude, he arrived at the conclusion that the

propeller was a dead end and that the way forward was an engine that produced thrust as a jet. By

October  1929  he  had  updated  the  thesis  to  include  the  specific  arrangement:  a  gas  turbine  whose

exhaust itself would propel the aeroplane [H3].

The minisTry says no

His proposal travelled to the Air Ministry, and the Air Ministry passed it to Dr Alan Arnold Griffith at

the Royal Aircraft Establishment, the one man in official Britain who knew the most about gas turbines.

Griffith was himself working on gas turbines, but of a different kind: he believed in them as drivers of

propellers, not as jets. He was not impressed. He found fault with the young cadet’s numbers and with

his  centrifugal  compressor,  and  the  Ministry  sent  Whittle  a  formal  letter  stating  that  his  idea  was

considered impractical [H1][H3]. Whittle was twenty-two.

What  happened  next  decided  the  next  forty  years  of  aviation,  and  it  happened  through  an

administrative detail. The Air Ministry did not place Whittle’s idea on the secret list. A trained patent

agent and RAF colleague, Pat Johnson, urged Whittle to patent it anyway, and on 16 January 1930 he

filed. Because the state had declined to classify the idea, the patent was published in due course, in 1932,

for anyone in the world to read [H3]. Copies were purchased by the German Trade Commission in

London and distributed to German aeronautical research establishments and manufacturers [H1]. The

most consequential aero-engine patent of the century circulated freely because the British government

had judged it worthless.

Whittle, meanwhile, could not afford to keep it. When the patent came up for renewal in 1935, the fee

was five pounds, and he let it lapse. He saw no prospect that the engine would ever be built, and five

pounds is five pounds [H3]. The patent that would be worth an industry was abandoned for the price of

a good dinner.
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five pounds and a firsT class

The RAF, to its credit, had by then recognised that it employed an unusual mind. Whittle was sent to the

Officers’ Engineering Course, passed with distinction in nearly everything, and then, as an exceptional

case, was allowed to read the mechanical sciences tripos at Cambridge. He began in 1934 and took a first

[H3]. It was at Cambridge, in 1935, that the idea came back to life in the form of two men he had known

at Cranwell: Rolf Dudley Williams and James Collingwood Tinling. They proposed to find the money if

he would supply the engine [H1][H12]. The company they founded was called Power Jets, and chapter

six is its story.

It is tempting, and wrong, to read Whittle’s decade as a story of struggle against blindness. There was

blindness, but there was also something more interesting: a man inside an institution, poorly placed in

every way — too junior, too theoretical, too cheap to renew his own patent — who kept hold of an idea

because it was physically right. The wandering quality of the path, thesis to rejection to patent to lapse

to Cambridge to company, is not an obstacle the story overcame. It is the story.

C H A p t e R  1 3

The Physicist at Göttingen

Hans Joachim Pabst  von Ohain  came to  the  same fire  by the  opposite  road.  Where  Whittle  was  a

practical man who taught himself theory, von Ohain was a theorist who had to acquire a machine. He

began his studies in 1933, and his starting point was not an engine but a process: he worked out a

propulsion arrangement in which compression and expansion were separated and carried out  by a

turbo-compressor and a turbine respectively [H13]. He was a physicist at Göttingen, one of the great

mathematical centres of the world, and he was in his early twenties.

A model engine built on his design only partially functioned, which told him, correctly, that the idea

needed systematic development with industrial support and funding behind it. That need led him to the

Heinkel company [H13]. Ernst Heinkel was an aeroplane maker with a gambler’s temperament and a

grudge against the established engine firms, and in von Ohain he saw an instrument: a way for an

airframe company to leap over the engine industry entirely. He backed the young physicist with money,

machinery and secrecy, and the work ran at Heinkel’s works at a pace that no state laboratory would

have tolerated.

hydrogen firsT

The first engine, designated HeS 1, ran successfully in early 1937 — on gaseous hydrogen [H13]. The

choice of fuel is a window into the experimental mind. Hydrogen ignites easily and burns cleanly, which

makes it a forgiving fuel for a first combustion system; the point of the run was not an engine for an

aeroplane but proof that the arrangement — compressor, fire, turbine, all on one shaft — would sustain

itself  at  all.  It  did.  The HeS 3B that evolved by 1938 burned fuel gasified internally rather than the

atomised liquid injection of the later, flight-standard engines [H13].
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The HeS 3B as it flew was a small, strange machine: a single-stage centrifugal compressor with an axial

inducer,  a  reverse-flow  annular  combustor,  a  single-stage  radial  turbine,  three  hundred  and  sixty

kilograms of metal making 992 pounds of thrust at 11,000 revolutions per minute [H13]. By every later

standard it was feeble. It was also enough, and on 27 August 1939, at Heinkel’s airfield at Marienehe, test

pilot Erich Warsitz took the Heinkel He 178 into the air with an HeS 3B in its fuselage: the first flight of a

turbojet-powered aeroplane [H14].  The chronology compiled by Ian Whittle  records two six-minute

flights, the first in August and a second in November [H1].

The  date  deserves  a  pause.  The  He  178  flew  on  27  August  1939;  Germany  invaded  Poland  on  1

September. The jet age and the Second World War are separated by four days, and everything about the

engine’s first decade — its secrecy, its funding, its urgency, its casualties — is coloured by that adjacency.

An invention demonstrated in peacetime by days was conscripted immediately, in every country that

possessed it.

The TWo roads To one fire

Set the two inventors side by side. Whittle: RAF apprentice, mechanic, pilot, Cambridge engineer, his

idea refused by his own ministry, his patent published and lapsed, his engine built on borrowed money

by a company of four parties. Von Ohain: Göttingen physicist, his idea embraced instantly by a private

manufacturer, his engine built in secrecy with industrial resources, first to fly by twenty months. The

comparison is  usually drawn as a race,  and Germany won the first  heat.  But the deeper fact  is  the

simultaneity. Neither man knew of the other’s work [H1]. The same physics, the same materials, the

same ceiling over the propeller, produced the same answer in two countries at once — and in Hungary,

Italy, Sweden and the Soviet Union, others were not far behind [H1][H12]. When an invention arrives

this way, it is because the world’s knowledge has quietly crossed a threshold, and the named inventors

are the places where the threshold first showed.
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The first turbojet aeroplane over a Baltic airfield, 1939, in the poster style of the era it began. Illustration, not a photograph.

The man in The aeroplane

Ohain’s  path  to  the  air  was  faster  than  Whittle’s  and lonelier  in  a  different  way.  Whittle  fought  a

bureaucracy  with  the  state’s  money  somewhere  in  the  argument;  Ohain  had  Ernst  Heinkel,  a

manufacturer with a factory and a deadline, and between them there was almost nothing else — no

government programme, no research establishment, a handful of mechanics in a corner of the Heinkel

works at Marienehe [H14]. The HeS 3B that powered the He 178 was built in months by a young man

whose doctorate was not yet two years old, with Max Hahn, the gifted mechanic who had fabricated

Ohain’s first demonstration model, doing much of the metal [H13]. The engine’s axial-centrifugal hybrid

layout  — axial  inducer,  centrifugal  stage,  annular  combustor  — was chosen for  exactly  the reasons

Whittle  chose  centrifugal:  the  aerodynamics  of  the  compressor  were  the  hardest  part,  and  the

centrifugal stage forgave [H13][S6].

What Ohain had that Whittle lacked was an airframer’s impatience. Heinkel wanted the first jet flight as

a trophy for his company, and the trophy mattered more to him than the technology’s future; the He 178

flew on 27 August 1939 with Erich Warsitz at the controls, and the world’s aviation press barely noticed,

four days before the invasion of  Poland [H14].  The flight  was real,  brief  and nearly fatal  — a bird

ingestion caused a partial flameout on approach — and it established the German claim of first flight by

eighteen months over the British E.28/39 [H4][H14]. What it did not establish was a production jet: that

would come from the Jumo 004 and BMW 003 lines, built by other teams, after the RLM’s planners

finally caught up with what their own industry had already flown [M1][H12].
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The two men’s  postwar  fortunes  closed the  symmetry  oddly.  Whittle,  the  state’s  orphan,  ended in

American academia; Ohain, the private patron’s prodigy, ended in the American state’s laboratories at

Wright-Patterson, where he worked for decades on advanced propulsion [H5][H1]. Each spent his later

life in the other’s kind of institution, and each received the other’s country’s honours; the fire had been

lit twice, independently, and the two lighters ended their lives as colleagues of a sort, exchanging the

courtesies of men who knew exactly what the other had done and when [H1][H3].

C H A p t e R  1 4

Power Jets

Power  Jets  Ltd  was  formed  in  1936  on  the  back  of  an  unlikely  document  called  the  Four  Parties

Agreement,  between  Whittle,  Williams  and  Tinling  jointly,  the  investment  bankers  O.T.  Falk  and

Partners, and the Air Ministry — the same ministry that had rejected the idea six years earlier [H3].

Whittle’s position was honorary chief engineer and technical consultant, because he remained a serving

RAF  officer,  forbidden  to  hold  a  commercial  interest  in  the  ordinary  way.  The  arrangement  was

threadbare from the start: never enough money, never enough people, and an engine to be invented, not

merely built.

Because there was no money to develop components separately, they had no choice but to build the

complete engine at once [H3]. The experimental machine was called the Whittle Unit — the WU — and

it was assembled and tested at the British Thomson-Houston works at Rugby, BTH being the heavy-

electrical firm that had agreed to make the hardware. The WU was a centrifugal-flow turbojet: air drawn

into  a  double-sided  impeller,  flung  outward,  gathered,  burned,  and  blown  through  a  single-stage

turbine. It was crude, and on 12 April 1937 it was run for the first time, on diesel oil. Whittle’s own

account of that run is the founding document of the jet age, and it is worth hearing in his words:

“For a second or two the speed of the engine increased slowly and then, with a rising shriek like an air-

raid siren, the speed began to rise rapidly, and large patches of red heat became visible on the combustion

chamber casing. The engine was obviously out of control… I screwed down the control valve

immediately, but this had no effect and the speed continued to rise, but fortunately the acceleration ceased

at about 8,000 rpm and slowly the revs dropped again. Needless to say, this incident did not do my

nervous system any good at all. I have rarely been so frightened!”

Frank Whittle, quoted by the Institution of Mechanical Engineers [H3]

The shriek was the sound of a machine discovering that it worked. Every jet engine on Earth, military or

civil, traces its line back to that test stand [H1]. But between the first run and a flight engine lay four

years of the hardest kind of engineering: the kind where every problem is new and the money runs out

monthly.

fire and blades

Two problems dominated. The first was combustion. Getting a continuous, stable, even fire inside a can

through which air is being forced at hurricane speed is a different art from anything the furnace or the
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piston engine knew, and testing from 1937 to 1941 was dominated by it. The man who helped most was

William Hawthorne,  later  head of  engineering at  Cambridge,  who worked through the  combustion

difficulties with the Power Jets team [H2]. The second problem was the turbine blade. The turbine sits

immediately behind the fire, and the blades failed repeatedly, because no ordinary steel could hold its

strength at those temperatures under that stress. The answer came from Mond Nickel: a high-nickel

alloy called Nimonic, developed for exactly this purpose, which held where steel crept and sagged [H2].

With Nimonic the blades lived. The alloy industry that grew from this moment is  one of the great

hidden industries of the twentieth century, and it has its own chapter later in this book.

The Air Ministry, having ignored the idea for a decade, came round only when the engine was nearly

real. In June 1939 — two months before the He 178 flew — it finally recognised the turbojet’s potential

and began funding Power Jets; the Royal Aircraft Establishment abandoned its own shaft-power line

and turned to the turbojet [H1]. The state arrived at the fire late and warmed its hands quickly.

The flighT engine

The flight engine was the W.1, and the aeroplane built around it was the Gloster E.28/39, designed by

George Carter and built by the Gloster Aircraft Company in fifteen months [H2]. On 15 May 1941, at

RAF Cranwell — the same Cranwell where the thesis had been written thirteen years before — Gloster’s

chief test pilot Gerry Sayer took the E.28/39 up for seventeen minutes [H2][H4]. The aircraft reached a

top speed of 370 miles per hour at 25,000 feet during its trials [H4]. The engine had accumulated twenty-

five hours of bench testing and ten hours of flight before anyone dared open it for inspection [H1]. The

aeroplane now hangs in the Science Museum in London, where it has been since 1946 [H2].

Britain’s first jet flight came twenty months after Germany’s. It is usually recorded as a defeat in the

footnotes of priority, and as a race it was. But the W.1 was a flight-standard engine in a way the HeS 3B

was not: a machine designed to be inspected, maintained, and flown again, the ancestor of engines that

would be built by the thousand. The E.28/39 was demonstrated to Winston Churchill on 17 April 1943

[H2]. By then the engine had already been sent to America, and the American jet industry had been lit

from the British flame.
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An experimental turbojet on a British test stand, in the spirit of the WU at Rugby, 1937. Illustration, not a photograph.

The handover

The WU was followed by a line of experimental engines whose names record the struggle: the W.1A for

the second airframe, the W.2 with its bigger airflow, the W.2B and W.2/500 that became the Welland,

and the W.2/700 that pointed at the Derwent. Through 1942-43 the relationship between Power Jets and

the state’s chosen production partners — first Rover, then, in an exchange for a tank-engine factory,

Rolls-Royce — grew into a  handover:  the production jet  passed to the companies  that  could mass-

produce it, and Power Jets’ role narrowed toward research until nationalisation ended it [H1][H3]. The

pattern — inventor  invents,  incumbent industrialises  — was repeated in Germany,  where Heinkel’s

private line gave way to Junkers and BMW [H1],  and it  is  the industry’s  standard metabolism: the

pioneer’s reward is rarely the production line [H3].

C H A p t e R  1 5

The German Race

Germany’s  jet  programme  began,  like  Britain’s,  outside  the  establishment  and  ran  into  the  same

establishment a few years later. After the He 178’s demonstration, the Reich Air Ministry woke to what

its manufacturers had been doing privately, and the established engine firms — Junkers, BMW, Bramo,

later  Daimler-Benz — were directed into turbojet  development,  with the axial  compressor specified
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[H1]. Heinkel’s private line, having flown first, was eventually eclipsed by the industrial programmes it

had provoked: the chronology records Heinkel abandoning further development of the von Ohain unit,

while the state’s chosen firms carried the technology toward production [H1].

The decisive German engine was the Junkers Jumo 004, developed under Anselm Franz after Junkers

Motorenwerke took over the turbojet work in 1939 [H1]. Where Whittle and von Ohain had both used

the centrifugal compressor — robust, forgiving, and fat — the Jumo 004 was axial: an eight-stage axial-

flow compressor, six straight-through combustion chambers, and a single-stage turbine, producing in its

final production form 1,980 pounds of thrust [M1]. The axial arrangement made a slimmer engine with

less frontal area, and slimness is speed. It was also aerodynamically treacherous; the axial compressor

had been, in the words of the Cambridge chronology, an aerodynamic nightmare, and it was tamed only

in stages — first with bleed-air valves, then with variable inlet guide vanes and variable stators — over

the following decade [H1].

builT WiThouT The meTals

The Jumo 004’s deepest story is not aerodynamic but metallurgical,  and it is the dark mirror of the

Nimonic story. Germany was short of the strategic metals — nickel, chromium, cobalt — from which

heat-resisting  alloys  are  made,  and  the  shortage  shaped  the  engine.  The  Jumo’s  designers  worked

around the scarcity with air-cooling and with inferior steels, and the consequence was an engine with a

service life measured in tens of hours. The turbine was the limit, as it always is. When the Soviet Union

captured and copied the type after the war, its engineers struggled with precisely this: their substitute

alloy for the British-style Nimonic had comparable thermal properties but not the creep resistance, and

the copies’ service life stayed under a hundred hours [H10].

The lesson generalises, and it is one of this book’s recurring claims: the jet engine is not, at bottom, a

machine  of  clever  arrangements.  It  is  a  machine  of  materials.  Compressor  aerodynamics  can  be

calculated; fire can be managed; but the turbine must survive the fire, and what it is made of decides

how hot the fire can be, and how hot the fire can be decides how good the engine is. Germany’s wartime

jets were brilliant arrangements starved of alloy, and they faded fast. The Jumo 004 was first flight-tested

in March 1942, slung beneath a Messerschmitt Me 110, and did not enter large-scale production until

late 1944 [M1].

The 262

The aeroplane the Jumo 004 powered was the Messerschmitt Me 262, the world’s first operational jet

fighter, which entered combat against Allied bomber forces in October 1944 [H1][M1]. Two engines per

aircraft,  more  than five thousand Jumo 004s  built  by  May 1945  [M1].  The  Me 262  was  faster  than

anything the Allies flew, and it changed nothing about the war’s outcome: it arrived too late, in too few

numbers, flown by too few pilots, behind a state already collapsing, and its engines’ fragility meant that

keeping it flying was a daily improvisation. The engine also powered the Arado Ar 234 reconnaissance

bomber [M1].

The Allied counterpart was the Gloster Meteor, powered by British centrifugal engines descended from

the W.1, which became operational in July 1944 — two months before the Me 262 — and was first

deployed against the V-1 flying bombs, themselves propelled by the crude German pulsejet [H1][H14].

The Meteor was a much less capable aircraft than the Me 262 [H14], but its engines were durable, its
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industry was intact, and it had a future. The comparison is the whole wartime lesson in one line: in jet

propulsion,  as  in  few other  fields,  the  better  engine  mattered more  than the  better  aeroplane,  and

durability mattered more than either.

When  the  war  in  Europe  ended,  the  victors  harvested  the  German  work.  The  assessment  of  the

Cambridge chronology is dry and definitive: no significant advantages were discovered over existing

British and American technology. The French adopted the BMW turbojet as the foundation of their aero

gas-turbine industry; the Soviet Union initially adopted the Jumo 004 [H1]. Germany, which had flown

first by twenty months, exited the industry for a generation, and the German engine industry that had

built the HeS engines survived, in a sense, only as memory — though it is a pleasant footnote that when

the Deutsches Museum wanted a faithful reproduction of the HeS 3B, it  was the post-war German

engine industry, led by MTU of Munich, that built it from von Ohain’s plans [H13].

The losT race inside The Won race

The German programme’s internal history explains its late arrival in numbers. The He 280, Heinkel’s

own twin-jet fighter, flew in 1941 — years before the Me 262 entered service — but its HeS 8 engines

never matured and the state chose the Messerschmitt with the Jumo; BMW’s rival 003 ran later and

worse; and the whole effort spent 1942-44 fighting compressor stall, turbine life and Allied bombing

simultaneously [H1][M1]. The Jumo 004’s production figure — over five thousand units by May 1945

[M1] — is the one German number that matched the moment, and even it came too late and lasted too

little:  engines of twenty-five hours’  life in airframes the Allies’  numbers could swarm. The race the

Germans  won  in  1939  they  lost  by  1944,  and  the  margin  was  metallurgy  and  production,  not

aerodynamics [H10][M1].

C H A p t e R  1 6

The Flame Crosses the Ocean

In October 1941, five months after the E.28/39 first flew, a Whittle W.1 engine and the drawings of the

more powerful W.2 arrived in the United States [H1]. The British had agreed to share their turbojet

technology with the Americans, and the receiving institution was General Electric, chosen because its

long experience with turbo-superchargers made it the American firm that already understood hot, fast-

spinning machinery. By March 1942 GE was testing its first engine, and in October 1942 the twin-jet Bell

XP-59A Airacomet began flight testing [H1].  The American jet  industry,  which would dominate the

technology’s economics within fifteen years, was born of a British crate.

The technology moved through the world on three routes, and it is worth distinguishing them, because

they set  the geography of the industry to this day.  The first  route was alliance:  Britain to America,

openly, in wartime. The second was conquest: the German work carried off to Russia, France, America

and Britain as spoils, judged, and mostly set aside [H1]. The third was the strangest of all, and it was

commerce.
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The sale of The nene

In 1946, Britain was broke. Two world wars in one generation had emptied the reserves, the government

needed exports  to  pay for  reconstruction,  and jet  engines  were  among the highest-value goods the

country made. The Air Ministry put even its newest types on the open list, and when the Soviet trade

office in London approached Rolls-Royce in May 1946 about buying engines and licences, it received an

encouraging response [H10].

What followed is  one of  the great set-pieces of  industrial  history.  Stalin himself  had authorised the

approach, reportedly asking “What fools would sell us their secrets?” In September 1946 Prime Minister

Attlee approved the sale: “I can see no good reason for withholding them from the USSR, whereas their

refusal  will  only  cause  trouble  and  suspicion.”  A  Soviet  commission  toured  British  factories  that

December — Rolls-Royce, Metropolitan-Vickers,  Bristol,  Gloster,  de Havilland and others — and the

engine designer Vladimir Klimov famously wore soft-soled shoes on his tour of the Rolls-Royce works,

making sure to tread in the metal shavings beside a lathe machining turbine parts, so that the swarf

went back to Moscow in his soles; the metallurgist Kishkin simply pocketed a turbine blade [H10]. In

March 1947 the first batch — ten Nene and ten Derwent engines — was shipped; in all, fifty-five engines

were sold for a total of £364,000 [H10].

The engines were copied at  once.  The Nene became the RD-45,  the Derwent the RD-500;  the more

independent  Klimov  VK-1,  designed  largely  from  published  information  about  the  Nene,  followed

[H10].  And  the  aeroplane  that  received  them  was  the  MiG-15,  which  first  flew  on  a  Nene  on  30

December 1947 and which, over Korea three years later, outclimbed everything the United Nations had

in theatre until the F-86 Sabre arrived [H10]. Britain had sold the Soviet Union perhaps five years of

engine development for the price of a few houses. The sale is often told as idiocy; the record shows

something colder and more interesting — a deliberate, argued, desperate trade of technological lead for

currency  and materials,  made in  the  brief  window between the  hot  war  and the  cold  one,  on  the

assumption that no conflict was likely until the late 1950s [H10].

The deeper point stands: the Nimonic alloys mattered more than the drawings. Soviet engineers could

copy the shapes quickly; what took time was the metallurgy, and the greatest contribution of the sale

may have been to Soviet high-temperature alloy work [H10]. The fire could be drawn. Surviving the fire

had to be learned.

The map aT mid-cenTury

By 1950 the geography of the jet engine was set, and it has been remarkably stable since. Britain, the

technology’s first industrial home, had Rolls-Royce and a cluster of smaller firms. America, armed with

British technology and an arms-buying programme no one else could match, had General Electric and

Pratt & Whitney. The Soviet Union had its copied and adapted line. France was rebuilding on German

foundations [H1][H12]. Germany was barred. And everyone was discovering that the engine, not the

airframe, was the hard part: the list of countries that could design a first-class fighter was long; the list

that could build a first-class engine was three names. That asymmetry would only harden, and Part Five

of this book is about why.
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The derWenT line and The vampire

The Nene’s smaller sibling carried an era too. The Derwent, developed from the W.2B line, powered the

Meteor’s early marks and the de Havilland Vampire — the second British jet fighter, whose twin-boom

shape put the centrifugal engine’s fat roundness to good use. When the Derwent sold to the Soviet

Union  alongside  the  Nene  in  1946-47,  both  engines’  copies  went  into  production;  the  RD-500,  the

Derwent’s clone, served in trainers and light aircraft for years [H10][H1]. The Vampire itself sold to

dozens of air forces and navies, and its Goblin engine — Halford’s independent centrifugal design —

proved that Britain’s ecosystem, not Whittle’s company alone, could make a serviceable jet [H1]. The

export era these machines opened — jets for the world’s smaller air forces — was the first spreading of

the fire beyond its three inventing nations, and it was done largely with the robust, forgiving centrifugal

geometry the pioneers had chosen for exactly those virtues [H1][H10].

C H A p t e R  1 7

The Other Fathers

Priority in invention is a lawyer’s game, and the jet engine’s paternity suit has many claimants. The

oldest  serious  document  is  French:  Maxime  Guillaume’s  patent  of  1921,  an  axial-flow  turbojet  of

recognisably modern arrangement, filed years before Whittle’s thesis — and never built, because the

compressors and alloys of 1921 could not have sustained it [H11][H12]. The patent system is full of such

ghosts: correct ideas arrived before their materials.

Italy’s claimant actually flew. Secondo Campini’s Caproni Campini N.1 took to the air in 1940, and for

years Italy celebrated it as the first jet flight. But Campini’s machine was a motorjet: a piston engine

drove the compressor, and the “jet” was the exhaust of a ducted fire with no turbine in it at all. It flew, it

was impressive, and it was a dead end — the motorjet answers the wrong question, adding a turbine’s

plumbing to a  piston engine’s  limits  [H12].  The thermodynamic definition matters  here:  a  true gas

turbine carries its fire between a compressor and a turbine on the same shaft, and until those three are

linked, there is no cycle, only plumbing.

The Hungarian György Jendrassik designed a small turboprop, the Cs-1, that ran on the bench before

the war; the Soviet Union’s Arkhip Lyulka had an axial turbojet design complete by 1941, shelved when

the German invasion concentrated all effort on proven engines, and revived after 1945 into the line that

powered the first Soviet jets [H1][H12]. Sweden’s Flygmotor, Switzerland’s Brown Boveri, and Japan’s

Navy all  had programmes.  The pattern is  the point made in chapter five,  repeated now with more

names: by the late 1930s, the jet engine was not a secret to be stolen but a threshold to be crossed, and it

was crossed nearly simultaneously everywhere the industrial base could support the attempt [H1].

Why TWo men, Then

If so many were near the fire, why do Whittle and von Ohain hold the story? Because they crossed fully:

not  a  patent,  not  a  bench  run  of  a  component,  but  complete  engines  that  ran,  flew,  and  founded

industries. Guillaume patented and stopped; Campini flew a cul-de-sac; Jendrassik and Lyulka were
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interrupted by history. Whittle and von Ohain each carried the idea through the hardest stretch — from

working arrangement to working machine — and did it first, independently, within the same season of

1937 [H3][H13]. The book gives them the centre not out of Anglo-German habit but because the centre

is theirs.

C H A p t e R  1 8

The Men After the War

History books end the story at the first flights, but the inventors had to go on living in the world they

had made, and their two afterlives form a study in national gratitude. Frank Whittle’s war ended in

exhaustion and dispossession. Power Jets, the company built around his idea, was nationalised in 1944

— the state,  having refused the idea for a decade,  now took ownership of it  — and merged into a

national gas-turbine establishment that was itself  dissolved a few years later,  its  people scattered to

industry [H3][H1]. Whittle retired from the RAF in 1948 on medical grounds, received a knighthood

and an ex gratia award, and eventually emigrated to the United States, where he taught and consulted

[H2]. The country that had rejected his thesis in 1930 gave him honours; the country that had taken his

engine in a crate in 1941 gave him a home.

Hans von Ohain’s road led the same direction by a harder route. After the war his employer was gone

and his country was divided; he was brought to the United States under the programme that gathered

German scientists,  and he spent his career at the Wright-Patterson laboratories in Ohio, working on

advanced propulsion for the American Air Force [H12]. The two men met, became friends, and in old

age toured together,  lecturing jointly about their  parallel  inventions — the RAF apprentice and the

Göttingen physicist, by then two courteous old gentlemen sharing a stage and a fire [H3][H12].

WhaT happened To The machines

The machines’ afterlives were stranger. The E.28/39 hangs in the Science Museum [H2]; a faithful HeS

3B  reproduction,  built  by  the  post-war  German  industry  from  von  Ohain’s  plans,  stands  in  the

Deutsches  Museum [H13];  Jumo 004s  survive  in  museums from Washington to  Munich  [M1].  The

patent Whittle let lapse in 1935 for want of five pounds expired into the public domain, which is where

the idea now properly lives: every compressor map, every cooled blade, every annular combustor on

every wing is a descendant of that published, abandoned, worthless-once piece of paper [H3].

There  is  a  temptation  to  moralise  the  inventors’  stories  into  a  lesson  about  foresight  rewarded  or

spurned. The more useful lesson is institutional. Both men were young, unknown, and wrong in the

eyes of their establishments; both found one patron — Cranwell and Falk for Whittle, Heinkel for von

Ohain — and one test stand; and the establishments arrived only when the fire was already lit. Every

generation of this industry since, from the RB211 to the geared turbofan to the open fan, has re-run the

same pattern: the expensive, uncertain, decade-long bet that looks wrong until it works [H9][S2][F1].
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C H A p t e R  1 9

The Other British Engines

Britain’s early industry was never only Whittle, and its variety is part of the record. De Havilland — an

aeroplane company that made its own engines, like Heinkel — built the Goblin for the Vampire fighter

and the Ghost for the Comet, centrifugal engines in the Whittle pattern but independently developed by

Frank Halford, a designer of genius whose line ran parallel to Power Jets rather than from it [H1][H6].

Metropolitan-Vickers, an electrical firm, pursued the axial compressor and produced the F.2 and the

Sapphire; Armstrong Siddeley built the Mamba turboprop and the Viper; Bristol, before it joined the

axial mainstream with the Olympus, built the Theseus and Proteus turboprops and later the Orpheus

[H1][H12].

Rolls-Royce itself entered jets not through Whittle’s company but alongside it: it exchanged tank-engine

work for jet drawings, built the Welland — the production descendant of the W.2 that powered the

Meteor — and then, under Stanley Hooker’s restless direction, the Nene and Derwent series that sold to

the world, including the Soviet Union [H10][H1]. When Power Jets was nationalised out of existence, the

industry’s  centre  of  gravity  settled  on  Rolls-Royce  and  Bristol,  and  Britain’s  multiplicity  of  engine

houses slowly consolidated, through mergers and failures, toward the single national champion that the

RB211 crisis would later deliver into state hands [H9].

The lesson in the catalogue is that the early industry was an ecosystem, not a tree. Ideas moved between

firms with people — Hooker from Rolls-Royce to Bristol and back, Halford from his own company to de

Havilland, Whittle’s team dispersed by nationalisation — and the centrifugal-versus-axial contest ran

inside one small country with both geometries in production simultaneously [H1]. Modern accounts

that draw a straight line from the WU to the Trent are tidier than the history; the real path braided

through half a dozen firms, and the braid is why the technology proved durable: no single company’s

failure could kill it [H9].

C H A p t e R  2 0

The Establishment’s Engines

While Power Jets begged for money on its Rugby test stand, the official British effort lived elsewhere,

and its story complicates the simple moral of the genius spurned. Alan Arnold Griffith — the man who

had criticised Whittle’s thesis — was pursuing a different bet at the Royal Aircraft Establishment: the

gas turbine as a propeller driver, using the axial compressor and the contraflow arrangements his own

aerodynamic  theories  suggested  [H3][H1].  Metropolitan-Vickers,  working  from  Griffith’s  orbit,  ran

Britain’s first axial turbojet, the F.2, in 1941 — the same year the E.28/39 flew on Whittle’s centrifugal

machine [H1][H12].

The establishment was wrong about the timing and right about the geometry. Griffith’s turboprop line

missed the war, and his scepticism delayed British axial development by crucial years; but the axial
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compressor he championed was the future, and the F.2’s descendants — through the Sapphire and into

Rolls-Royce’s Avon — carried the geometry into production [H1]. Meanwhile Whittle’s own team, once

funded, adopted axial elements where they helped, and the wartime RAE, after 1939, redirected its

wind tunnels and metallurgists to the turbojet it had dismissed [H1]. The straight lines of later histories

— Whittle right, Griffith wrong — dissolve on inspection into the normal untidiness of a technology

being born in several heads at once.

The  pattern  has  a  modern  echo  worth  naming.  Every  generation’s  establishment  holds  a  Griffith

position: the geared fan was doubted, the open fan is doubted now, and the doubters are neither fools

nor villains but people carrying the responsibility of the last failure. The system works, when it works,

because the Whittles get one test stand somewhere — and because the establishments, once the fire is lit,

know how to scale it [H3][S2][F1].

C H A p t e R  2 1

The Ladywood Works

Power Jets’ home for most of its life was a disused factory in Ladywood, Birmingham, and the texture of

the work there is worth recovering because it is what invention actually looks like. The team was never

large — dozens, not thousands — and it was perpetually short of everything: money, machine time,

materials, official faith. Components were begged from BTH and other firms on credit and goodwill; test

runs were events that emptied the offices, everyone crowding the control room to hear the note of the

engine and learn whether today was progress or wreckage [H3][H2].

The daily war was fought against combustion. The fire would not burn evenly; flame tubes cracked and

buckled;  fuel  sprays  coked  and  guttered.  The  fixes  were  empirical  and  relentless:  new  burner

geometries, new spray patterns, vaporiser tubes, each tested to destruction on the single precious test

stand. Hawthorne’s contribution was to bring science to the fire — the systematic study of mixing and

flame stabilisation that turned burners from art into engineering [H2]. The blades were the other front:

each turbine failure stripped the engine down for weeks, and the Nimonic alloys, when they came, had

to be begged like everything else [H2].

Whittle drove the works at a pace that consumed him; his health broke repeatedly, and the RAF’s files

show a man promoted for brilliance and hospitalised for overwork in alternating sequence [H3][H2].

The nationalisation of 1944 took the company he had founded on a handshake and a lapsed patent. It is

a hard story, and this book has already told its outline; the point of recovering the Ladywood texture is

to insist that the engine was made by people in a draughty factory, not by a thesis. The fire was lit by

hand, in the Midlands, on borrowed money, in wartime. Everything after — the alliances, the annuities,

the five billion passengers — is amplification [H3][W1].
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C H A p t e R  2 2

The American Ledger

The  American  side  of  the  founding  deserves  its  own  ledger,  because  the  United  States  turned  a

transferred technology into the industry’s centre of gravity in fifteen years, and the how is instructive.

The recipient was General Electric,  chosen for its  turbo-supercharger mastery — the art  of hot,  fast

turbines in thin air, perfected on the B-17 and B-29 programmes. The W.1 became the GE I-A; the I-A’s

descendants became the J33 and then the J35 and J47, the latter built in the tens of thousands for the

F-86  Sabre  and  the  B-47  bomber  —  production  numbers  that  taught  the  Americans  what  mass

manufacture does to a learning curve [H1][H12].

Pratt & Whitney, the great piston house, entered through a licence: it built Rolls-Royce Nenes as the J42

before its own axial J57 made the company’s jet reputation and powered the 707 generation [H7][H10].

The pattern is worth marking: both American champions began jets on other people’s designs — British

designs,  transferred  by  policy  — and both  converted  the  start  into  leadership  within  a  decade  by

applying  what  America  uniquely  had:  military  production  budgets,  a  continental  market,  and  the

supercharger-art workforce of the piston war [H1][H5].

The  ledger’s  moral  is  uncomfortable  for  national  mythologies  on  both  sides  of  the  ocean.  Britain

invented the machine and could not capitalise it; America capitalised it and did not invent it; Germany

invented it independently and was destroyed. The jet engine’s industrial geography was settled not by

genius but by the alignment of invention, capital, and intact factories in 1945 — and the alignment has

held, with one bankruptcy and many warnings, for eighty years [H9][C1].

C H A p t e R  2 3

The War’s Other Front

The jet’s birth was a sideshow of a larger engine war, and the production numbers make the point.

While Power Jets counted its engines in units, the piston industry counted its Merlins and Twin Wasps

in the tens of thousands a year, built in shadow factories dispersed against bombing, machined and

assembled by a workforce swollen with women recruited into the plants. The wartime engine industry

was one of the largest manufacturing efforts ever mounted, and the jet arrived inside it as a research

project with a test stand [H3][H12].

The imbalance shaped everything about the early jets. The WU and its successors were built with the

piston industry’s  leftovers:  machine time borrowed,  materials  diverted,  draughtsmen seconded.  The

strategic arguments against the jet were arguments from production: a factory converted to jets is a

factory not making the engines that are winning this month. It took the He 178’s shadow and the 1943

demonstration for Churchill [H2] to move the jet from the research budget toward the production line,

and by then the war’s outcome no longer waited on it [H1].
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The shadow-factory lesson, though, was absorbed into the industry’s bones: disperse the critical work,

duplicate  the  tooling,  audit  the  chain.  When Part  Five’s  supply-chain  consultants  map casting  and

forging risk in 2024 [C7], they are re-learning, in a just-in-time age, what the war taught a make-do one:

the fire is only as safe as the factory system behind it [H3][C7].

C H A p t e R  2 4

The First Hands

Every chapter of this history has a pilot at its edge, the person who first took the machine into the air

and came back to say what it was. Erich Warsitz, who flew the He 178 at Marienehe on 27 August 1939,

was Heinkel’s chief test pilot, and his account — a short hop, an engine that howled and pushed like

nothing before, a landing with the future in the logbook — is the first entry in the jet’s flying record

[H14][H13].  Gerry Sayer,  Gloster’s chief test  pilot,  took the E.28/39 up from Cranwell  for seventeen

minutes on 15 May 1941, in an aeroplane with no ejection seat, no pressurisation precedent, and an

engine with ten hours on it [H4][H1].

The test pilot’s craft in the jet era was re-founded by these flights. The piston test routine — propellers,

mixture, boost — was replaced by new disciplines: spool-up times and their lag, the idle-to-maximum

manners of the turbine, the strange silence ahead of the jet’s noise, the long flat approaches the clean

aeroplane demanded. The early jets killed their share of pilots, as every new regime does; the survivors

wrote the notes that became the manuals [H1][H12].

The line runs unbroken from Warsitz and Sayer to the crews who took the 747 up on its first JT9D flights

[S5],  the  777  with  its  GE90s,  the  LEAP  and  GTF  on  their  first  narrow-body  wings  [S3][S2].  Each

generation’s first flight is shorter and safer than the last, because each is preceded by more of the test-

stand knowledge that Whittle lacked when Sayer strapped in. The first hands are steadier now; the

machine made them so [H4][C6].

C H A p t e R  2 5

The Ministry’s Second Mind

The Air Ministry’s reversal of 1939 deserves its own page, because it is the founding case of a pattern

this industry has repeated ever since: the establishment that says no, and then, presented with evidence

and war, says yes with everything it has. Until June 1939 the state’s position on the turbojet was the 1930

letter — impractical [H3].  By the summer of 1939 the Ministry was funding Power Jets,  contracting

Gloster for the experimental aeroplane, and redirecting the Royal Aircraft Establishment’s gas-turbine

work toward the jet it had dismissed [H1].

What changed was not the physics but the context: war was coming, intelligence hinted that Germany

was working on jet propulsion, and the engine on the Rugby test stand was running longer and stronger
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each year. The machinery of the state, once engaged, was formidable: the E.28/39 was designed and

built in fifteen months under wartime secrecy [H2], the shadow-factory system stood ready, and the

man  the  Ministry  had  rejected  was  made,  in  effect,  a  national  asset  —  retained,  promoted,  and

eventually nationalised with his company [H3].

The  lesson  the  industry  took  from  the  Ministry’s  second  mind  is  that  state  support  follows

demonstrated fire.  Every  subsequent  programme — the  RB211’s  rescue  [H9],  the  adaptive  engines’

funding [M4], the hydrogen grants [F3] — runs the same sequence: private or fringe conviction first,

state money when the risk has been partly burned down by someone else. The state is the industry’s

amplifier, not its spark [H1][H3].

C H A p t e R  2 6

The Five-Pound Patent

Whittle’s patent of 1930 deserves its own chapter, because it is the strangest legal artifact in aviation: the

document that described the future, was published for the world, and was abandoned for five pounds.

Filed on 16 January 1930, it laid out the centrifugal turbojet with a completeness that later courts and

historians  have  found  remarkable:  compressor,  combustion,  turbine,  jet  —  the  whole  arrangement,

claimed and argued [H3]. The Air Ministry, having judged the idea impractical, declined to put it on the

secret list,  and the patent published in 1932 went around the world in the ordinary way of patents:

copies were bought by foreign trade commissions, including Germany’s, and circulated to aero-engine

firms and research institutes [H1][H3].

Did it teach von Ohain? The record says no: his line of work began from his own process idea in 1933,

and the two engines differ in telling details [H13][H1]. The honest verdict is convergence, not contagion

—  with  the  caveat,  noted  by  the  Cambridge  chronology,  that  the  patent’s  German  circulation  is  a

documented fact, and documented facts about who read what in 1932 are rare [H1].

The five-pound lapse of 1935 [H3] is usually told as tragedy or farce. It is better read as information: in

1935, the inventor himself did not believe the machine would be built soon enough to be worth the fee.

The patent’s expiry did not matter commercially — the industry that eventually paid for the idea paid in

other currencies: honours, nationalisations, and the long royalty-free enjoyment by the whole world of

the most valuable expired patent since the telephone [H3][H1].
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S T A T I O N S  2  T O  5

THE BRAYTON MACHINE

Inside the engine, air is squeezed, burned, expanded and flung. The stations

of the flow are numbered, and so are the chapters of this part: compression,

combustion, turbine, nozzle. Four devices, one continuous fire.

STATION READING — Overall pressure ratio in modern turbofans:

roughly 10 to 40, some above 50. Turbine inlet temperature: 980 to

1,540°C in service engines, beyond the melting point of the turbine’s

own metal [S6]. Fuel energy: about 43,370 kilojoules per kilogram [S6].
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C H A p t e R  2 7

The Cycle

Every jet engine in the world is a realisation of one thermodynamic idea, and the idea is old. George

Brayton patented his “Ready Motor” in 1872, a piston engine that burned fuel continuously at roughly

constant pressure rather than in the violent intermittent explosions of the Otto cycle [H12][S1].  The

motor was a commercial failure, but its cycle — compress, add heat at constant pressure, expand —

turned out to be the natural cycle of a continuous-flow machine, and when the gas turbine arrived it

inherited Brayton’s name [S1].

The cycle is easiest to feel as a walk through the engine with a parcel of air. The parcel enters at station 0,

the free stream. At the intake it is slowed and slightly squeezed. Through the compressor, stations 2 to 3,

work is done on it: its pressure rises, in a modern engine by a factor of ten to forty, sometimes more [S6].

Compressed air is dense and hot, and it is now ready to receive heat efficiently. In the combustor, around

station 4, fuel is sprayed into it and burned, at nearly constant pressure; the temperature jumps toward

its limit, set not by chemistry but by what the turbine downstream can survive. Through the turbine,

stations 4  to  5,  the gas  expands and gives  up work to  the shaft,  exactly  enough work to  drive the

compressor and whatever else the shaft must turn — the fan, in a modern engine. Finally, at stations 5 to

9, what energy remains in the gas is converted to speed in the nozzle, and the jet leaves. Thrust is the

reaction to all of this: the engine has taken in slow air and thrown out fast gas, and the aeroplane is

pushed forward in exchange [S1][S6].

Why consTanT pressure maTTers

The piston engine burns its fuel in a closed box: pressure spikes, then falls as the piston moves. The gas

turbine burns its fuel in an open tube: the gas can expand toward the exhaust as it is heated, so the

pressure stays nearly constant while the temperature and volume rise.  This is  not a detail;  it  is  the

engine’s fundamental structural mercy. The highest pressure in the machine occurs before combustion,

in cold air, where metal is strong. The highest temperature occurs after combustion, at nearly the lowest

pressure in the cycle. A piston engine asks its metal to survive high pressure and high temperature at

the  same instant;  the  Brayton machine  asks  it  to  survive  one  or  the  other,  never  both.  That  single

decoupling is why a turbojet can be built of ordinary-ish materials where an equivalent piston engine

would have to be built of miracles [S1].

The cycle also explains the engine’s famous appetite. A gas turbine burns fuel continuously, at a rate

proportional to its airflow, and it has no idle cycle and no mercy: the fire is always fully lit. What it offers

in return is power per unit weight that no piston engine can approach — the smoothness of continuous

rotation, and thrust that improves, rather than fades, as the aeroplane flies faster and higher into the thin

cold air where the cycle runs best [S1][S6].
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The numbers ThaT govern everyThing

Two ratios rule the art. The first is the overall pressure ratio: how hard the compressor squeezes. Higher

pressure ratio means better thermal efficiency — more of the fuel’s energy becomes work — and the

history of the engine is in large part the history of raising it, from single figures in the first engines to

forty and beyond in the latest [S6]. The second is the turbine inlet temperature: how hot the fire runs

where it first meets the turbine. Higher temperature means more work extracted from each kilogram of

air — more power, more thrust — and the history of the engine is equally the history of raising that,

from about 980 to over 1,540 degrees Celsius in service machines, every degree bought with metallurgy

and cooling air [S6]. Efficiency wants pressure; power wants temperature; the materials want neither.

The jet engine is the negotiated settlement of these three desires, and each generation is a renegotiation.

The stations of the flow: intake, fan and compressor, combustor, turbine, nozzle. This book is organised by these addresses. 

Illustration.

a Worked descenT Through The sTaTions

Make the cycle concrete with one pass through a modern big-fan engine at takeoff, numbers rounded

from public sources [S6][S1]. Station 0: air at sea level, one atmosphere, fifteen degrees. Station 2: behind

the fan, the bypass stream leaves at perhaps one-and-a-half atmospheres to make most of the thrust,

while the core stream enters the compressors. Station 3: after the booster and the high-pressure spool’s

ten stages, the air stands at forty to fifty atmospheres and over six hundred degrees — hot enough to

glow in a darker place, still unburned. Station 4: the combustor adds the fuel’s heat at nearly constant

pressure; the gas leaves toward the turbine at the cycle’s peak temperature, somewhere beyond 1,500

degrees in the newest engines, exactly at the edge of the materials chapters. Station 5: the high-pressure
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turbine has taken its work — the gas has given up perhaps half its pressure to spin the compressor that

squeezed it; the low-pressure turbine downstream takes most of the rest for the fan. Station 9: the core

nozzle,  where what remains becomes speed;  the bypass stream, never burned,  rejoins the sky cool.

Every number in that walk has been pushed by a decade of some chapter of this book: the pressure by

compressor aerodynamics, the temperature by alloys and coatings, the bypass share by the fan’s growth

[S4][C5].

C H A p t e R  2 8

The Compressor

The compressor is the engine’s first great act:  it  takes the thin cold air of the stratosphere and, in a

fraction of a second, packs it to forty times its pressure. It does this with rows of spinning blades —

rotors — alternating with rows of fixed blades — stators — each row adding a little energy and a little

pressure,  stage  after  stage,  eight,  ten,  fourteen  stages  in  a  modern  machine  [M1][S6].  It  is,

aerodynamically, an unnatural act, because air does not want to flow toward higher pressure. It wants to

separate from the blades, stall, and surge back the way it came. Holding it to its duty is the subtlest

aerodynamics in the engine.

TWo geomeTries

The pioneers divided on geometry, and the division structured the first two decades of the industry.

Whittle and von Ohain both used the centrifugal compressor: a disc like a pump impeller, flinging air

outward  by  rotation,  robust,  forgiving,  short,  and  fat.  The  German  establishment  chose  the  axial

compressor: many small stages in line, aerodynamically treacherous but slim, and slimness is speed and

range. The Cambridge chronology records that the axial was an aerodynamic nightmare at first, tamed

in stages: bleed valves to spill air at low speed, then variable inlet guide vanes, then variable stators that

turn to meet the air at its actual angle [H1]. The Rolls-Royce Avon of 1950 was the first mass-produced

axial  engine,  and the  British  line  thereafter  divided:  Rolls-Royce and Bristol  went  axial,  Armstrong

Siddeley and de Havilland stayed centrifugal [H1].

The axial won, for the obvious reason that aeroplanes are long and thin. But the centrifugal never died:

it persists wherever the engine is small and ruggedness matters more than diameter — in helicopters,

auxiliary  power  units,  cruise  missiles,  and  the  small  turbofans  of  business  aviation.  Williams

International, whose little engines powered the first cruise missiles and then the very light jet boom, is

the  modern  monument  to  the  centrifugal  line:  a  company  built  on  the  insight  that  at  small  scale,

simplicity beats refinement [C10].

TWo spools, Then Three

A single shaft carrying many stages cannot be optimal everywhere: the front stages, swallowing huge

volumes of thin air, want to turn slowly; the rear stages, handling dense compressed air, want to turn

fast. The solution, pioneered by Bristol with the Olympus and standard since the 1960s, is the twin-

spool engine: two concentric shafts, two compressors, two turbines, each turning at its own best speed
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[H1]. Rolls-Royce, characteristically, went further: the RB211 introduced the three-shaft arrangement,

three independent spools, shorter and stiffer, the signature of every large Rolls-Royce engine since [H9].

Three spools cost more to make and govern; they repay it in flexibility and efficiency. The argument

about how many shafts an engine should have is a live one to this day, and it is conducted, like all the

best engineering arguments, with money.

sTall, surge and The WaTer TesT

When a compressor is asked to do more than it can — distorted inflow in a crosswind, a bird strike, a

sudden throttle slam — the flow over its blades breaks down. Local breakdown is stall; when the whole

flow reverses and the engine coughs its fire forward with a bang, it is surge. Surge in flight is dramatic

and occasionally dangerous,  and the certification of an engine includes proving that it  can swallow

water, ice, birds and distorted air without quitting. The modern answer is both aerodynamic — variable

stators, bleed air, three spools — and computational: the fan and compressor of a new engine are now

shaped largely in simulation before metal is cut, a quiet revolution that has compressed development

time and raised pressure ratios together [S3][C4].

The Working line

The compressor’s aerodynamics can be felt in one design number: the stage loading, the pressure each

row may add before the flow objects. Early jets managed little over ten per cent per stage, which is why

the Jumo 004 needed eight stages for a ratio near three [M1]; modern stages do far better, and modern

machines stack ten stages of them into ratios of forty and beyond [S6]. The gains came from the same

place as the wing’s: better shapes, found first in tunnels and later in computation — blades twisted and

leaned  in  three  dimensions,  their  profiles  tailored  to  the  local  flow,  the  end-wall  boundary  layers

managed with contouring that would have been unmanufacturable before the five-axis mill [S1][S3]. The

variable stators of the pioneer era persist as the surge insurance, but the modern compressor’s margins

come increasingly from its aerodynamic refinement: the stage that is designed close to the truth needs

less mechanical forgiveness [S1][H1].

C H A p t e R  2 9

The Combustor

The combustor is the easiest component to describe and one of the hardest to make: a can, or a ring of

cans,  in  which  kerosene  is  sprayed  into  the  compressed  air  and  burned  continuously.  Its  working

conditions are absurd.  Air  enters at  several  hundred miles per hour equivalent  flow, at  up to forty

atmospheres; a flame propagates through kerosene mist at a tiny fraction of that speed. Left to itself, the

fire would simply blow out, like a match in a gale. The combustor’s first job is therefore to betray the

compressor: it decelerates a fraction of the air violently, recirculates it in vortices, and anchors the flame

in the sheltered heart of the storm, feeding it continuously with fresh fuel and air while the rest of the

flow rushes past outside the flame zone and is mixed in downstream to temper the gas before it meets

the turbine [S1][H2].
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This was the problem that dominated the Power Jets test programme from 1937 to 1941, the one William

Hawthorne helped Whittle solve: not making fire, but keeping it, evenly, stably, without melting the can

[H2]. It remains a defining art. The temperature the turbine sees is set by how well the combustor mixes:

a  hot  streak  that  survives  mixing  burns  a  blade,  so  the  combustor  must  deliver  its  gas  with  a

temperature profile smooth to within a few tens of degrees across a jet of fire, engine after engine, for

decades.

The geomeTry of The fire

The  first  engines  used  separate  cans,  like  the  Jumo  004’s  six  straight-through  chambers  [M1].  The

modern  arrangement,  nearly  universal,  is  the  annular  combustor:  a  single  continuous  ring  of  fire

between two concentric walls, lighter, shorter, and more even. Within it, the great development of recent

decades has been the staged, fuel-lean combustor, shaped not for thrust but for emissions: burn lean and

the flame is cooler, and cooler flames make less of the nitrogen oxides that regulation now prices [E1].

The  combustor,  invisible  from  outside  the  engine  and  unmentioned  in  brochures,  is  where  the

environmental chapter of this book is physically written.

The fuel

Jet fuel is kerosene, chosen in the earliest days for reasons that still hold: high energy per kilogram,

about 43,370 kilojoules [S6]; liquid at stratospheric cold, where petrol would freeze and diesel would

wax; less volatile than petrol, hence safer in a ruptured tank; cheap, because it is a middling cut of the

crude barrel. Whittle’s first WU ran on diesel oil [H3]; von Ohain’s first engine ran on gaseous hydrogen

[H13]; the industry settled on kerosene and has never moved. Every alternative-fuel programme since,

from the hydrogen projects of the 1950s to today’s sustainable aviation fuel, is a negotiation with that

original choice, and Part Six returns to the negotiation.

C H A p t e R  3 0

The Turbine

The turbine is where the engine pays for itself, and it is the component that limits everything. It sits

immediately behind the fire, bathed in gas at up to 1,540 degrees Celsius or beyond [S6] — hotter than

the melting point of every alloy from which it can be made — spinning at ten thousand revolutions per

minute or more, each blade extracting the power of a small car engine, a disc of blades extracting the

power of a town. It must do this for tens of thousands of hours, between inspections, for decades. The

turbine is the reason the jet engine took ten years to invent and takes ten years to develop, and it is the

reason only a handful of organisations on Earth can build a first-class one.

Its survival rests on three arts, each with a chapter’s worth of history. The first is the alloy. Whittle’s

turbine failed until Mond Nickel supplied Nimonic, the high-nickel alloy developed for the purpose,

and with it the blades lived [H2]. The nickel superalloys that grew from that moment remain the heart

of the turbine; their development, from wrought alloys to vacuum-cast alloys to directionally solidified

blades to single crystals with no grain boundaries at all, is traced in Part Six [S4]. The second art is
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cooling. A modern turbine blade is hollow, with internal passages through which air bled from the

compressor is forced, emerging through laser-drilled holes to wrap the blade in a cool film: the blade

lives inside the fire the way a diver lives inside the sea, behind a membrane of its own atmosphere. The

cooling air is a tax — air compressed at great cost, thrown overboard for refrigeration — and turbine

design is  in  large part  the art  of  minimising it.  The third art  is  the coating:  a  ceramic skin,  yttria-

stabilised zirconia, plasma-sprayed or vapour-deposited over the metal, insulating it from the gas the

way a kiln lining insulates a wall [S4].

creep: The quieT enemy

The turbine’s failure mode at temperature is not melting but creep: the slow, permanent stretching of

metal under sustained stress and heat, like toffee in the sun, measured in fractions of a millimetre over

thousands of hours until the blade tips brush the casing. Creep is what the alloys fight; creep resistance,

not melting point, is the property the metallurgists buy with rhenium and ruthenium [S4][H10]. A blade

that creeps too far is scrapped, and since a single high-pressure turbine blade for a modern wide-body

engine can cost as much as a small car, the economics of creep run through the whole of the industry’s

maintenance business, which has its own chapter.

The turbine also sets the engine’s voice. The deep growl behind the fan’s whine is the turbine and the

combustor together; the whine itself is the fan; the crackle of an old pure turbojet is shear noise from the

jet. Every sound the engine makes is a report on some component’s work, and the history of engine

noise regulation, which Part Seven takes up, is the history of listening to those reports and legislating

against them [E1].

The groWn blade

The single-crystal foundry is worth a closer look, because it is where metallurgy becomes gardening.

The alloy is melted in a vacuum — air would poison it — and poured into a ceramic mould held in a

furnace above the alloy’s freezing point. At the mould’s base sits a starter with a constriction like a

pigtail: as the mould is slowly withdrawn from the heat, crystals begin to grow in the starter, and the

pigtail  forces  them to  compete  until  one orientation survives.  That  one crystal  then grows upward

through the blade’s root and aerofoil as the withdrawal continues, at millimetres per minute, until the

whole part is one lattice, atoms in unbroken rank from root to tip [S4].

Then the machinists take their turn: the cooling passages, cast in place around ceramic cores that are

later leached out, are finished; the film-cooling holes — hundreds, each a fraction of a millimetre — are

drilled by laser or shaped by electrode; the ceramic coating is laid down and inspected. The result is a

part that works, as chapter twelve put it, inside a fire hotter than its melting point, held apart from

destruction by a film of air and a skin of ceramic thinner than a fingernail [S4][S3].

C H A p t e R  3 1

The Nozzle, the Fan, and the Great Compromise
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After the turbine has taken its work, the gas still carries energy, and the nozzle converts what remains

into speed: a convergent duct, or for supersonic flight a convergent-divergent one, in which pressure

becomes velocity. The pure turbojet throws all its air through this nozzle, fast and hot, and gets its thrust

as the reaction. It is the simplest arrangement and, for subsonic airliners, a wasteful one, because a fast

thin jet is an inefficient way to push a slow fat aeroplane. Propulsion efficiency improves as the jet’s

speed approaches the aeroplane’s: better to move a great deal of air a little faster than to move a little air

a great deal faster [S1].

This single idea generated the modern engine. Put a bigger compressor stage on the front, let it blow

most of its air around the core rather than through it, and you have the turbofan: a jet engine wrapped

in a ducted propeller it drives itself. The bypass ratio — the share of air sent around the core — has

climbed from about two in the first fans to nine, ten, twelve in the latest giants. The fan is what the

passenger sees from the window: the great disc at the front, often wider than a man is tall, doing most of

the work. The core, the descendant of Whittle’s fire, has shrunk to a hot dense heart whose main job is to

drive the fan [S1][C5].

The geared ansWer

A big fan wants to turn slowly; the turbine that drives it wants to turn fast. Connect them directly and

one of them loses. The boldest answer of the modern era is the geared turbofan: a reduction gearbox

between turbine and fan, letting each spin at its own best speed. The idea is old — the Bristol Proteus

turboprop and the early Lycoming fans carried gears — but a gearbox transmitting thirty thousand

horsepower reliably at airline duty was beyond the art for decades. Pratt & Whitney spent roughly two

decades and ten billion dollars developing it, and the result entered service in 2016 as the PW1000G

family [S2][C3]. The story of what then went wrong with it — the powder-metal contamination that

grounded hundreds of aeroplanes — belongs to Part Five; the idea itself remains one of the engine’s

great answers, and Rolls-Royce’s Ultrafan follows the same road.

and The propeller reTurns

Push the logic of bypass ratio to its limit and the duct comes off: the fan becomes a propeller again, but a

propeller of a new kind, with swept scimitar blades, driven by a turbine through a gearbox, without a

casing. This is the open fan, the configuration of CFM’s RISE demonstrator, promising another twenty

per cent of fuel efficiency [F1][F2]. The wheel turns: the book began with the propeller’s ceiling, and it

approaches its end with the propeller’s return, informed by everything the tube of fire taught in the

meantime. Whether the open fan’s noise and blade-off behaviour can be certified for an airline cabin is

an open question as this book goes to press, and it is honestly flagged as one [F1].

The fan blade as a Wing

The modern fan blade is a wing flying in circles at transonic tips, and its design is the quietest high

technology on the aeroplane. Wide-chord blades — broad, few, strong — replaced the many narrow

blades of the early fans when the materials allowed; their sweep manages the shock at the tip the way a

swept wing does; their twist varies the angle along the span because the inner and outer radii meet the

air at different speeds. The GE90 generation proved carbon fibre at this scale [S3], and the GE9X’s record

134,300 pounds of thrust is pushed by eighteen such blades, each a sculptured composite wing the size
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of a door [C5]. The blade’s outer tip runs supersonic at takeoff power; the buzz-saw edge in an old

engine’s takeoff note is the sound of that, and the modern blade’s sweep is part of why the newest

engines murmur where their grandparents barked [E1][S1].

C H A p t e R  3 2

The Inlet

The engine begins before the fan. The inlet — the round mouth under the wing — looks like a simple

hole and is in fact the first aerodynamic component of the propulsion system, with its own design art

and its own chapter of the story. Its job is to deliver air to the fan face at the right speed, evenly, in all

weathers  and attitudes of  flight.  At  cruise  it  slows the oncoming air  from five hundred knots  to  a

fraction of that, recovering pressure as it does; on the runway, at full takeoff power with the aeroplane

standing still, it must swallow air from every direction without starving or distorting the fan.

The problems are sharpest at the edges of the envelope. In a crosswind takeoff, air spills around the

leeward lip and the flow inside the inlet can separate, sending distorted air into the fan and toward

surge;  that is  why modern inlets have thick,  rounded lips,  generous as a trumpet’s mouth. In icing

conditions the lip itself accretes ice, which would shed into the fan, so the lip is heated with hot air bled

from the compressor — the engine taxing itself to protect itself. At supersonic speed the inlet becomes

the dominant component: a supersonic inlet is a system of shock waves, carefully positioned, that step

the air down from Mach 2 or 3 to subsonic speed before it  reaches the compressor,  and as chapter

twenty-five noted, at Mach 2 the inlet of Concorde’s Olympus did sixty per cent of all the compression

in the engine [H12]. The inlet is why a supersonic nacelle looks the way it does: the long, controlled

throat is the shock system’s home.

Certification demands that the inlet and engine together survive the sky’s insults: birds by the pound

and by the flock, hail, water ingestion rates beyond the worst recorded storm, volcanic ash encounters

that sandblast and then glass-coat the hot section. Every one of these tests exists because an aeroplane

once met the condition for real. The famous 1982 case of the British Airways 747 that flew through the

ash of Mount Galunggung and lost all four engines — and regained them on descent, gliding out of the

cloud — is the founding parable of ash encounters; the worldwide ash-avoidance system and the engine

makers’ ash-tolerance research both date from that night [W2].

C H A p t e R  3 3

The Nerves of the Machine

Between the great rotating assemblies runs a layer of equipment the passenger never thinks about and

the engine cannot live a minute without: bearings, seals, oil, fuel, and the electronic brain. The shafts

spin at ten thousand revolutions per minute or more on bearings that must run for tens of thousands of
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hours; they are bathed in oil that is pumped, filtered, cooled by the fuel itself in a heat exchanger — the

fuel arriving as the engine’s coolant before it is its fire — and scavenged back from bearing chambers

sealed by controlled leaks of pressurised air. When an engine’s oil system is opened at overhaul, its

filters and magnetic chip detectors are read like tea leaves: the metal the engine sheds tells the story of

its health.

The  fuel  system  performs  one  of  the  neatest  control  tricks  in  engineering.  From  the  tanks  to  the

combustor, fuel passes through pumps and a metering unit whose job is to deliver exactly the flow that

keeps the fire at the commanded power — and never more, because over-fuelling at the wrong moment

overheats the turbine or surges the compressor.  For forty years this was done by hydro-mechanical

computers:  exquisite  analogue  machines  of  cams,  bellows  and  servos,  computing  fuel  flow  from

pressures and temperatures with no electricity at all. Since the 1980s the job has belonged to FADEC, the

full-authority  digital  engine  control:  a  pair  of  computers,  either  one  sufficient,  that  command fuel,

variable stators, bleeds and clearances, and that have quietly redefined the pilot’s throttle from a valve

into a request [S1][S3].

FADEC  changed  more  than  control.  Because  the  computers  see  everything  —  every  temperature,

pressure,  speed  and  vibration,  thousands  of  times  per  flight  —  the  engine  became  a  reporting

instrument. Modern engines downlink their health data in flight; fleets are trended; a bearing that will

fail  in  three  months  is  scheduled  for  replacement  tonight.  The  analytics  revolution  in  engine

maintenance is the digital continuation of the oldest practice in the trade: listening to the machine. The

reliability statistics that underpin ETOPS [G1] and the annuity economics of Part Five [C6] both rest on

this nervous system.

C H A p t e R  3 4

Clearances, Cases and Containment

An engine is a machine whose parts must almost touch. The gap between a spinning blade tip and the

surrounding case is measured in fractions of a millimetre, and every fraction is efficiency leaking away:

air that slips past the tip does no work. But the gap cannot be zero, because the engine breathes — shafts

bow under manoeuvre loads, cases grow oval, rotors and casings expand at different rates as they heat

and cool. The art of tip clearance is the art of managing a gap that changes through every phase of flight,

and the modern answer is active clearance control:  pipes of cooling air aimed at the outside of the

casing, shrinking it down around the rotor in cruise, relaxing it for takeoff [S1].

The case has a second, grimmer job: containment. If a fan blade lets go at full speed — by bird strike,

fatigue, or manufacturing flaw — it departs with the energy of a car crash, and the case must catch it.

Certification requires a blade-off test: a blade is deliberately released at maximum speed, and the engine

must contain it without fire, without the engine leaving its mounts. The Kevlar-wrapped fan case, the

armoured barrel  at  the front of every modern engine,  is  the visible answer;  the invisible one is  the

probabilistic  certification of  discs,  the parts  that  cannot be contained and so must never fail  — the

requirement whose violation is at the centre of the GTF powder-metal crisis of chapter twenty-one [C3].
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These paragraphs could be extended for a hundred pages; every component named here has its own

literature  and  its  own guild.  The  purpose  of  the  compression  chapters  of  this  part  is  humbler:  to

establish that the jet engine’s apparent simplicity — a tube with fire in it — is an achievement of systems

upon systems, each evolved under the pressure of a specific failure, and that the fire in the tube is the

most carefully engineered fire ever kept.

C H A p t e R  3 5

The Turboprop Bargain

The gas turbine’s first civil success was not a jet at all. The turboprop — turbine core driving a propeller

through a gearbox — reached airline service before the pure jet earned a profit, and it never went away:

from the Vickers Viscount’s Darts in 1953 to the ATR 72s and Q400s of today’s regional networks, the

arrangement persists wherever the sectors are short and the speeds modest. The physics is the bypass

argument in its extreme: a propeller is the ultimate high-bypass device, moving a great mass of air a

little faster, and at three hundred knots nothing touches its efficiency [S1][H12].

The bargain is speed and height. Above about four hundred knots the propeller’s tips meet their old

enemy, compressibility, and the turbofan takes over. The boundary has been stable for fifty years, and it

explains  the  world’s  regional  aviation:  island  hoppers,  mountain  feeders,  military  transports,  all

running the turbine-propeller bargain because their work sits below the boundary. The C-130 Hercules’

T56 and its descendants have been in continuous production since the 1950s, one of the longest runs of

any gas turbine, and the type’s latest versions still sell [H12].

The turboprop also carries the gearbox lesson forward. Every turboprop is a geared engine, transmitting

its power through reduction gearing at airline duty since 1953; when the geared turbofan’s critics called

the concept unproven, the turboprop fleet was the quiet counterargument, accumulating geared flight

hours by the hundred million [S2].

C H A p t e R  3 6

The Helicopter’s Engine

The third architecture is the turboshaft: a gas turbine whose whole purpose is shaft power, its exhaust

an afterthought. Helicopters took to it immediately and completely, because the piston helicopter was a

machine crushed by its own engine’s weight, and the turbine’s power-to-weight ratio changed what a

helicopter  could  lift  and where  it  could  go.  The  modern  helicopter  is  a  turbine  machine  from the

smallest to the largest; the same core, derated and re-plumbed, also powers tanks, ships, pumps, and the

auxiliary power unit in the tail of every airliner — the little engine that starts the big ones and keeps the

lights on when the mains are cold [S1][H12].

Chapter  35

48



The small-turbine world is also where the centrifugal compressor, the pioneers’ choice, still reigns: at

small  scale  its  ruggedness  and simplicity  beat  the  axial’s  refinement,  and  companies  like  Williams

International built their fortunes on small centrifugal cores, first for cruise missiles, then for the very

light jets [C10].  The station-numbered story of this book is the big axial engine’s story; the family’s

smaller branches keep the other geometry alive, quietly, by the tens of thousands.

C H A p t e R  3 7

The Nacelle and the Reverser

The engine as sold is not the engine as flown. Around the bare machine sits the nacelle: the inlet, the

cowls that open for mechanics, the acoustic lining, the fire zone with its detection and suppression, the

mounts, and the thrust reverser. The nacelle’s weight and drag can be a tenth of the propulsion system’s

effectiveness,  and its  design is  a  separate industry,  contested by specialists  distinct  from the engine

houses [S1][C7].

The reverser is the passenger’s favourite piece of it: on landing, doors or cascades swing into the fan’s

stream and turn it forward, and the roar that follows is the sound of the engine pushing the wrong way

on purpose. Reverse thrust saves the wheel brakes and shortens the roll on wet runways; it is also a

certification ballet, because an engine that deploys reverse at the wrong moment is a serious hazard, and

the interlocks that prevent it are among the most conservative systems on the aeroplane. The old pure-

jets reversed their hot core flow with clamshell doors; the modern high-bypass engine reverses only the

fan stream, which is most of the thrust anyway — one more consequence of the bypass era [S1].

The nacelle is also where the open fan’s problems concentrate. Remove the duct and you remove the

acoustic lining, the reverser’s cascade, the containment ring, and the fire zone’s walls at a stroke; each

must  be  reinvented  elsewhere  in  the  installation  or  argued away to  the  regulators  [F1].  The  quiet,

ordinary barrel under the wing turns out to carry half the engine’s public functions. The fire makes the

thrust; the nacelle makes the thrust acceptable.

C H A p t e R  3 8

Thrust, Measured

Engine  brochures  quote  a  single  number  — takeoff thrust  — and the  number  conceals  a  world of

convention. The quoted figure is sea-level static thrust: the engine bolted to a stand, in still standard-day

air, at maximum certified power. In flight the number changes with everything: thinner air at altitude

reduces  it;  forward speed reduces  the  momentum the  engine  can add to  each kilogram of  air  but

increases the mass flow; hot days hurt, cold days help. A 100,000-pound engine at cruise is making a

small fraction of its brochure figure, and it is designed to — the airplane needs exactly that fraction, at

Chapter  37

49



that altitude, at that speed, and the engine’s art is to be efficient at the cruise point while still able to

open the taps on the runway [S1][S6].

The conventions exist because of an older problem: how to sell engines. An airline buys performance

across a mission, and the industry’s answer was the flat rating — a guarantee that the engine will deliver

its  rated thrust  on any day up to a specified temperature,  with the control  system holding the line

automatically,  and  with  margins  preserved  for  the  engine’s  health.  Flat  rating  is  why  takeoff

performance is predictable and why the FADEC, not the pilot, owns the last word on fuel flow [S1]. It is

also why two engines of identical brochure thrust can be very different machines: one achieving its

number with a small hot core worked hard, one with a larger core run cool and long-lived, the difference

showing up a decade later in the maintenance accounts of Part Five [C6].

The measurement chapter closes the compression chapters with a moral: in this industry, a number is a

promise about the future, priced in maintenance and fuel, and the discipline of specifying it precisely —

conditions, margins, guarantees — is as much a part of the technology as the turbine blade. The fire is

contained twice: once in metal, and once in contract language [S5][C6].

C H A p t e R  3 9

The Cold End

The hot end gets the glory and the alloys, but the engine’s cold end — the fan and its great blades — has

its own materials story, and it moved almost as far. The first fan blades were solid titanium forgings,

tough and heavy.  The modern wide-body fan blade is  a  composite:  carbon fibre in resin,  wrapped

around a titanium leading edge, hollow and sculpted, a third lighter than the metal it replaced — and

weight at the fan is doubly expensive, because the blade’s mass loads the disc, the disc loads the shaft,

and the shaft loads the bearings and the case [S3][C5].

The fan blade’s examination is the bird. Certification requires the engine to swallow birds and keep

working or shut down safely, and the fan blade is the first thing the bird meets; the composite blade’s

qualification campaigns, famously arduous, are the modern equivalent of the RB211’s carbon-fibre fan

that failed its bird strike in 1970 and had to be remade in titanium at ruinous cost [H9]. The industry

does not forget: composite fans succeeded precisely where the RB211’s Hyfil failed, and the forty years

between  them are  the  difference  made  by  toughened  resins,  titanium edges,  and  test  programmes

without mercy [S3][H9].

And the fan is where the next generation’s arguments will be settled. The open fan’s unducted blades

are a cold-end question before they are anything else: composite scimitars that must contain themselves,

without a nacelle to hide behind, in full view of the window seats [F1]. The cold end began as the simple

part of the engine. It is not simple any more.
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C H A p t e R  4 0

A Flight, from the Engine’s Side

Take one ordinary flight — a wide-body leaving Europe for America, winter, midnight — and watch the

engines work it, because the mission profile is the compression chapters made consecutive. Start: the

APU, the little turbine in the tail, has been running the electrics; the big engines light one at a time, fuel

and igniters on command from the FADEC, the spool winding up through its idle speed as the EGT

needle swings and settles.  Taxi:  minutes at  low power,  the least  efficient  regime,  the engines doing

almost nothing at a few per cent of their appetite.

Takeoff: the levers go forward and the FADEC opens the taps to the rated limit, holding it automatically;

the fans roar to their maximum, each engine throwing something like its own weight in air backwards

every second; the blades see their highest centrifugal loads of the day while the turbine sees its highest

temperatures. This is the minute the certification tests rehearse: the bird must be survived here, the

blade must not fail here [S1][S3]. Climb: power eases back, temperature falls, and the engines settle to

the long drudge upward,  drinking thinner  air.  Cruise:  eight  or  nine hours  at  the  design point,  the

condition the whole machine was optimised for — thin cold air, steady power, the cycle running exactly

as chapter nine described, turbine inlet well below its takeoff peak, the engine at its most efficient and

least stressed [S1][S6].

Descent and approach: the throttles come back to near idle, the bleed valves and stators rearrange the

compressor for low power, the anti-ice valves open if the clouds are wet and cold. Landing: the reversers

open with their roar, the wheel brakes get their help, and the engines spool down to idle having made

perhaps fifty tonnes of thrust-hours between them. After shutdown the fans windmill on the stand,

cooling. The flight data is already on its way to the twin [C6]. Tomorrow the same engines do it again,

and the day after, for twenty-five years. The flight was ordinary; that is the point.

C H A p t e R  4 1

The Air Between

Not all the air in the engine goes through the fire. A significant fraction — in a modern engine, a fifth or

more of the core flow — is diverted into the spaces between: the secondary air system, the engine’s

internal climate. It cools the turbine discs’ rims and the blades’ roots; it purges the cavities where hot

gas would otherwise ingest; it pressurises the bearing chambers so the oil stays where oil belongs; it

balances the enormous axial loads on the shafts,  which would otherwise overload the bearings that

locate the rotors [S1][S4].

The secondary air is pure overhead from the cycle’s point of view — air compressed at great fuel cost

and never burned — and the engine designer’s economy is to give it  every job possible on its way

through. The same bleed that cools the turbine may then seal the rim; the flow that balances the shaft

may then feed the cabin. The art reached its peak in the cooled turbine, where the blade’s internal
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passages are machined by electrochemistry and drilled by laser into shapes that have more in common

with a coral than with a machine part [S4].

The steady reduction of this overhead is one of the quiet indices of progress: each generation needs less

cooling air for the same temperature, because the alloys and coatings improve, and the saved air goes to

work in the cycle. When chapter twenty-four’s ceramics promise hotter running with less cooling [S3],

this is the account they draw on. The fire is fed by the compressor; it is also sheltered by it, and the

shelter is billed to the same meter [S1][S6].

C H A p t e R  4 2

Lighting the Fire

One more system deserves its page: starting. A gas turbine cannot start itself; the compressor must be

wound up to a speed where its pressure can sustain the fire before fuel and ignition are admitted, and

until then the engine is a passenger in its own body. The earliest engines were cranked by starter motors

and, in the Jumo 004’s case, by a petrol two-stroke engine in the nose cone, pull-started with a cord like a

lawnmower — the Riedel starter, one of the great incongruities of aviation, a garden-tool engine lighting

the future [M1].

The modern ritual is air. The APU or a ground cart blows air through a small air-turbine starter on the

engine’s accessory gearbox; the spool winds up; at the right speed the FADEC schedules fuel and the

igniters fire — two spark plugs in the annulus, used for seconds per flight and available always — and

the engine lights,  the temperature rising through its  limits  under the computer’s  guard.  The whole

sequence is automatic now, but its logic is Whittle’s: the WU’s first runaway was a starting accident, the

fuel valve overwhelmed by a fire that fed itself [H3][S1].

Relight in flight is the same problem with higher stakes and free airspeed: a flamed-out engine can often

be windmill-started by the slipstream itself, the aeroplane’s motion cranking the spool as the starter

would. Certification requires the envelope be mapped — where relight is certain, where it needs the

starter — and every twin crossing an ocean tonight carries, in its FADEC’s tables, the map of how to

light its fire again at thirty-five thousand feet, in the dark, in the cold [G1][S1].

C H A p t e R  4 3

The Surge Line

The compressor’s character is drawn on a single map, and the map runs the engine’s life. Axes: airflow

against pressure ratio, contoured with lines of constant spool speed and efficiency. Across the upper left

runs the surge line: the boundary beyond which the flow breaks down and the compressor coughs its

fire forward. The engine must operate everywhere to the right of that line, with margin — and the whole
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art of engine control is the management of that margin through the mission: acceleration pushes toward

the line, deceleration pulls away, distortion from crosswinds and birds shifts the line itself [S1].

The surge margin is where the FADEC earns its keep and where the variable stators and bleed valves of

chapter  ten do their  quiet  work.  Every slam acceleration a  pilot  commands is,  inside the  engine,  a

negotiated approach toward the surge line and back, conducted in milliseconds by the computers, with

the fuel flow shaped so that the fire grows exactly as fast as the compressor can breathe [S1][S3].

The map also explains why engines are individuals. Manufacturing scatter moves every engine’s line a

little; erosion and damage move it over a life; the twin watches each engine’s map drift and the shop

visit restores it [C6]. And it explains the test chapter’s rituals: the certification campaign is, in large part,

the deliberate mapping of the line under every insult the sky can offer — water, ice, birds, distortion —

so that the margin is known, not hoped [S3]. The surge line is the engine’s own frontier, and all of

aviation lives on its safe side.

C H A p t e R  4 4

The Push and the Pull

One comparison  closes  the  compression  chapters,  because  it  converts  their  physics  into  the  book’s

economics. A propeller pulls by accelerating a large mass of air a little; a pure jet pushes by accelerating

a small mass of air a lot. The energy cost rises with the square of the speed you give the air, while the

thrust rises only with the speed itself; so the efficient engine is always the one that moves the most air

the least [S1]. This single inequality is the whole history of the turbofan, the turboprop, the open fan

and the GE9X’s record-breaking fan [C5][F1].

Why, then, did aviation begin with the least efficient arrangement, the pure jet? Because thrust is not the

only requirement: there is also drag, weight, and the speed of the aeroplane itself. The propeller’s big

slow stream is efficient until the aeroplane flies fast enough that the blade tips meet compressibility; the

jet’s small fast stream is wasteful but slim and light, and slimness and lightness are speed. The bypass

engine is the negotiated settlement, and its ratio is chosen by the mission: long-haul cruise at Mach 0.85

settles near ten; military sprint near zero; the regional hop, by propeller, near infinity [S1][S6].

The inequality is also the environmental law of the industry. Since fuel burned tracks energy expended,

the cheapest thrust and the greenest thrust are the same thrust: move more air, more slowly. Every noise

gain, every fuel gain, every carbon gain of the last fifty years has been the same physics working three

ledgers at once [E1][E2][S1].

C H A p t e R  4 5

The Oil’s Round
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The smallest fluid system in the engine carries some of its largest loads. The lubrication system — a few

litres of synthetic oil in constant circulation — cools and oils the bearings that carry shafts spinning at

ten to twenty thousand revolutions per minute, under thrust loads of tonnes. The oil’s round is: tank,

pump, filter, the bearing chambers, the scavenge pumps that haul it back through the chip detectors and

the fuel-cooled heat exchanger, and home — every pass a few minutes, every pass inspected [S1].

The system’s diagnostics are the engine’s oldest health monitoring. The magnetic chip detector catches

ferrous debris; the filter traps the rest; the spectrometric oil analysis programme reads the oil’s dissolved

metals like a blood test, trending bearing wear long before it becomes bearing failure. Before the digital

twin there was the oil sample, and the oil sample still flies [C6].

The oil also carries a certification memory: the Trent 900’s QF32 failure began in a mis-machined oil

pipe, and BA38’s engines were starved by ice in the fuel-oil heat exchanger. The smallest pipes in the

engine have written two of the casebook’s chapters [C2][G1]. The fire gets the chapters; the oil gets the

round — and the round, like all quiet rounds, is where the failures begin when they begin at all.

C H A p t e R  4 6

The Anti-Ice

Ice deserves its own page in the compression chapters, because it attacks the engine at its front door and

its instruments at once. In cloud at altitude or freezing fog on the ground, ice builds on the inlet lip, the

fan spinner,  and the probes that tell  the FADEC the truth;  shed ice goes down the engine;  blocked

probes lie to the computers. The defence is heat, bought from the cycle: hot bleed air ducted through the

inlet lip and the nose of the spinner, electrical heating for the probes, and certification tests in icing

tunnels that reproduce the sky’s worst freezing drizzle on demand [S1][G1].

The anti-ice system is one of the engine’s quiet taxes: bleed air for heating is air not burned for thrust,

and the FADEC’s scheduling of it is part of the economy of the flight. The crew’s part is judgement —

turning the system on before the ice, not after — and the accident record holds cases where the tax was

declined and the ice collected [G1]. The cold sky chapter took the long view of this; the anti-ice page is

its working detail: a warm lip, a heated probe, and a fire that never meets the ice at all [S1].
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S T A T I O N S  5  T O  7

THE JET AGE

In the bypass duct the fan’s air slips around the fire, cool and fast, and does

most of the pushing. Between 1952 and 1985 the same thing happened to the

industry: the jet engine slipped around the airline business and quietly

became most of it.

STATION READING — The de Havilland Comet entered scheduled

service in May 1952 and was grounded after fatal structural accidents;

the investigation established metal fatigue at pressurisation-cycle stress

concentrations [H6]. The Boeing 707 followed in 1958 [H7]. Within

fifteen years the turbofan had doubled, then tripled, its bypass ratio [S5].
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C H A p t e R  4 7

The Comet’s Lesson

The first jet airliner was British, and it was beautiful. The de Havilland Comet, four Ghost turbojets

buried in the roots of a swept wing, entered scheduled service with BOAC in May 1952, two years before

the American industry had a jet transport in the air. It cruised at altitudes and speeds no piston airliner

could approach, above the weather, in quiet, and it cut journey times across the Empire routes nearly in

half. Britain, which had invented the turbojet and sold the Nene, briefly held the future of civil aviation

in its hand.

Then the aeroplanes began to fall out of the sky. A series of fatal accidents in 1953 and 1954, culminating

in the loss of G-ALYV near Calcutta, grounded the fleet, and the investigation that followed remains one

of  the  great  forensic  achievements  in  engineering history.  Wreckage  was  recovered from the  sea;  a

complete fuselage was submerged in a water tank and pressurised and depressurised, over and over,

simulating flight after flight, until it failed as the lost aeroplanes had failed. The cause was metal fatigue:

every  flight  pressurised  the  cabin  like  a  balloon,  and the  stress  concentrated  at  the  corners  of  the

windows until tiny cracks formed, grew flight by flight, and finally ran [H6].

WhaT The indusTry learned

The Comet's engineers had not been careless. They had tested the pressure cabin to well above its design

loads. What they could not know — what no one yet knew — was the behaviour of cracks:  that a

structure could pass a static strength test and still carry within it the seeds of failure that grow with

every cycle. The investigation changed the design philosophy of every pressurised aircraft that followed:

rounded windows, crack-stopping structure, fail-safe design, and the assumption that cracks exist and

must be lived with and inspected for, rather than designed away. The wreckage of the Comet is, in a real

sense, under every safe airliner flying today [H6].

The cost was the lead itself. While the Comet was grounded and redesigned, the Americans caught up

and passed. The lesson the industry drew was not that jets were dangerous — the redesigned Comet

flew safely for decades — but that the new regime of speed and altitude punished every unknown with

complete severity. The jet age would be built on certification, test evidence and the systematic hunting of

failure modes before they hunt you. That culture, expensive and unglamorous, is the foundation on

which the safety statistics of Part Seven rest.

The reTurn

The Comet’s story did not end at the water tank. The redesigned Comet 4, with rounded windows,

thicker skin and the fatigue knowledge bought so dearly, entered service in 1958 and flew safely for

decades — even crossing the Atlantic first,  weeks before the 707, in a final flash of the old lead. Its

deeper legacy flew longer: the Comet’s airframe, rebuilt and re-engined, became the Nimrod maritime

patrol aircraft, in service into the 2010s — sixty years of work from the design that taught the industry
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pressurisation fatigue [H6]. The 707’s victory was commercial, not forensic: Boeing and every successor

designed to the Comet’s lessons from the start, tested their cabins in their own tanks and rigs, and never

paid the tuition de Havilland paid [H6][H7].

C H A p t e R  4 8

The American Bet

The Boeing 707 was a private gamble of  a  size that  now seems impossible.  In 1952 Boeing’s  board

committed sixteen million dollars — every cent of the company’s post-war profit, a quarter of its net

worth — to build a jet transport prototype with no orders in hand, in an industry whose airlines were

loudly sceptical that jets could ever pay. The prototype, known internally as the Dash 80, was designed

to be convertible into a military tanker if the airlines said no. They did not say no. The aeroplane that

resulted, the 707, entered service with Pan American in October 1958 and changed not just aviation but

the world’s sense of distance [H7].

The engine of the American bet was the Pratt & Whitney JT3, known to the military as the J57: a twin-

spool axial turbojet that gave the 707 and its military sibling, the KC-135 tanker, their legs. The J57 was

also  the  engine  of  a  generation  of  American  fighters  and  bombers,  and  this  double  life  mattered

economically: the military paid for the engine’s development and its production learning, and the civil

industry inherited a mature, reliable machine. The same pattern had lit the American industry in 1941

with the  W.1  [H1]  and would repeat  for  decades;  the  civil  and military  engine  businesses  are  one

business wearing two hats.

speed as a producT

What the 707 sold was not transportation but time. New York to London fell from fourteen hours to

seven; the jet made the business day intercontinental and the weekend transatlantic [H7]. The airlines

discovered that passengers would pay for speed and that jets, despite burning fuel by the ton, could

carry more people further per day than pistons, because an aeroplane earns only when it flies and a jet

flies more hours per day. The economics that had looked fatal in 1952 inverted by 1960, and the piston

airliner was finished with a speed that startled its own manufacturers.

Pan  American’s  Juan  Trippe,  the  greatest  of  the  airline  impresarios,  was  the  demand  half  of  the

equation. Trippe had a lifelong method: order aeroplanes that did not exist in quantities that frightened

their makers, and thereby cause the future. He did it with flying boats, he did it with the 707, and he

was about to do it, most consequentially of all, with the 747 [H8]. The engine makers were drawn along

in the same way: each great aeroplane order was simultaneously a great engine order, and the size of

Trippe’s bets decided the size of engines.

The fan arrives

The turbofan arrived in the middle of the 707’s reign and instantly made every pure turbojet airliner

obsolete. Rolls-Royce’s Conway, the first production turbofan, and Pratt & Whitney’s JT3D, a JT3 with a
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fan grafted on, roughly halved fuel burn per passenger and doubled the noise benefit in reverse: the

slower, fatter jet was quieter as well as thriftier. The 707 was re-engined, the rival Douglas DC-8 was re-

engined,  and by the mid-1960s no one ordered a new airliner without a fan.  The bypass principle,

proved in chapter thirteen, had become the industry standard inside five years [S1][H12].

The jet age as it sold itself: four engines, swept wings, above the weather. Illustration.

The fan’s firsT proof

The  Conway  and  the  JT3D  deserve  their  numbers  on  the  record.  Rolls-Royce’s  Conway,  the  first

production  turbofan,  went  to  work  with  a  bypass  ratio  under  one-third  and  still  cut  fuel  burn

meaningfully on the later 707s and DC-8s of BOAC and others; Pratt & Whitney’s JT3D, converting the

pure-jet JT3 by adding a front fan, did the same at American scale, and the re-engined 707s and DC-8s

carried the early sixties’ traffic boom. The pattern set then has never changed: each bypass step was

adopted within a few years of proof, because the fuel arithmetic admits no argument [H12][S1]. The

pure turbojet’s civil reign, measured from the Comet to the last JT3-powered deliveries, was barely a

decade — the fastest extinction of a dominant architecture in aviation’s history, and the template for

how this industry moves when the physics and the ledger agree [H7][S1].
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C H A p t e R  4 9

The Wide-body and the Forty-Thousand-Pound
Problem

In 1966 Juan Trippe ordered twenty-five Boeing 747s, an aeroplane of unprecedented size, and in doing

so created an unprecedented engine problem: nothing existed that  could power it.  The 747 needed

roughly forty thousand pounds of thrust per engine, double anything flying, at fuel economy no existing

engine approached, on a schedule set by an aeroplane already being built. Three engine companies bid

for the honour; the contest and its consequences shaped the industry for fifty years [H8][S5].

Pratt & Whitney won the 747 with the JT9D. General Electric carried its losing design toward what

became  the  CF6.  Rolls-Royce,  excluded  from  the  747,  took  its  high-bypass  three-shaft  concept  to

Lockheed’s TriStar as the RB211, and in developing it bankrupted itself, as chapter twenty tells. The

JT9D’s early service was famously difficult  — the big fan distorted its  own case under flight loads,

ovalising around the blades — but it matured into the foundation of modern wide-body power and the

ancestor of the PW4000 family.  Its rated thrusts climbed from the low forty-thousands toward sixty

thousand pounds as the type was stretched across decades [S5].

high bypass as an economic laW

The JT9D, CF6 and RB211 shared one architecture: bypass ratios around five, where the first fans had

managed  two.  The  physics  of  chapter  thirteen  explains  the  economics:  at  cruising  speed,  thrust  is

cheapest when it is made by moving the most air the least. The wide-body generation proved that the

bigger the fan, within the limits of drag and installation, the lower the fuel burn per seat. From that

point the growth of the fan became an economic law of the industry, and every subsequent generation

of engines has been, first and foremost, a bigger fan. The GE9X of our own decade, at 134,300 pounds of

thrust, holds the record [C5]; its fan diameter exceeds the fuselage width of a 737. The pure-jet core of

Whittle’s conception is now perhaps a tenth of the machine’s thrust; the rest is the great slow wind of

the fan.

The wide-body also changed what an engine contract was. Aeroplanes of the 707 era had one engine

each; the 747 was offered with a choice of three,  and the airlines discovered the leverage of choice.

Engine makers began to sell not hardware but packages: engines, spares, overhaul, guarantees of fuel

burn and reliability. The engine became a service industry wearing the costume of a manufacturing

industry, and Part Five follows that costume to its logical end.

The War for The TrijeTs

The DC-10-versus-TriStar contest is where the wide-body engine war turned savage, and the record of

the  RB211  contract’s  fixed  price,  preserved  in  the  bankruptcy  debates  [H9],  shows  why.  Lockheed

needed an engine for its TriStar; Rolls-Royce, shut out of the 747, needed the TriStar; the price agreed in

1968 priced a three-shaft engine with a composite fan that had never been built, on a schedule that had

never  been  met,  against  competitors  —  GE’s  CF6  and  P&W’s  JT9D  —  whose  architectures  were

extensions of running work. The Hyfil carbon-fibre fan’s failure against the bird-strike test forced the
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titanium rematch  that  consumed the  margin  [H9][S2].  The  CF6,  meanwhile,  grew from GE’s  TF39

military transport core into the DC-10’s launch engine and then a thirty-year family. The lesson the

airframers drew was dual sourcing wherever possible; the lesson the engine makers drew was never to

sign a fixed price against an unproven hot section. Both lessons still structure launch campaigns [H8]

[C6].

C H A p t e R  5 0

Twins over Water

For most of the jet age, the ocean belonged to aeroplanes with three and four engines. The rule was

simple and old: a twin must stay within sixty minutes of an alternate airfield, on the reasoning that if

one engine quits, the other must get you down. Over land this was a minor constraint; over the North

Atlantic it was a wall, and so the long overwater routes were flown by DC-10s, TriStars and 747s, while

twins — cheaper to buy, cheaper to crew, cheaper to fuel — hugged the coasts.

What broke the wall was not a rule change but a reliability fact: the big turbofans had simply stopped

failing. In-flight shutdown rates fell through the 1970s to a few per hundred thousand hours, and the

arithmetic of the sixty-minute rule inverted: the remaining risk of a twin over water was no longer the

engines but everything else. Beginning in 1985 over the North Atlantic, the regulators began granting

extended-range twin operations — ETOPS — first at 120 minutes, then 180, formalised as a general 180-

minute framework by 2007 [G1]. The Boeing 767 crossed the Atlantic on two engines, then the 777 was

certified for 180 minutes from entry into service, and the four-engine airliner began its long decline to

today’s niche. The economics were irresistible: two engines burn roughly three-quarters of four, and

reliability had made the arithmetic safe [G1].

The quieT enabler

The engine that most embodies this revolution is not a wide-body giant but a narrow-body workhorse:

the CFM56. Born in 1974 of an improbable fifty-fifty Franco-American partnership between General

Electric and Snecma — now Safran — it was nearly cancelled for lack of orders before the US Air Force

chose it to re-engine the KC-135 tanker fleet. It went on to power the Boeing 737 from the -300 onward

and most of the Airbus A320 family, and it became the most-produced jet engine in history: more than

33,000 delivered,  more than a  billion flight  hours  [C4].  The CFM56’s  reliability  is  the unglamorous

foundation beneath the entire  short-haul  jet  age:  the cheap weekend flight,  the low-cost  carrier,  the

single-aisle transatlantic crossing. It is arguably the most consequential engine ever built, and almost

nobody has heard of it.

The partnership mattered as much as the engine. CFM International, the joint venture, invented the

template by which the industry now organises itself: rivals pooling a programme, splitting modules and

revenues,  halving  the  risk  of  a  development  that  no  longer  fits  on  one  company’s  balance  sheet.

International Aero Engines and Engine Alliance followed the same pattern. When Part Five anatomises

the business, CFM is the joint that everything else hinges on [C4].
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WhaT eTops acTually required

The  permissions  were  earned  in  detail,  not  granted  in  principle.  An  ETOPS  rating  required

demonstrated  in-flight  shutdown  rates  across  the  fleet,  airline  by  airline  and  engine  by  engine;

redundant systems for the long diversion — electrical generation, fire suppression, cargo-compartment

protection; maintenance programmes audited against the extended operation; and crews trained for the

single-engine diversion case. The 120-minute extensions followed fleets that proved themselves at 120;

the 180-minute framework generalised what the best fleets had demonstrated [G1]. It is the certification

state’s  method  applied  to  operations:  evidence  first,  permission  second,  and  the  ocean  yielded  to

statistics.  The  passenger  outcome  is  the  modern  sky:  twins  everywhere,  and  the  four-engine

intercontinental airliner reduced to the A380’s dwindling niche [G1][C6].

C H A p t e R  5 1

The State of the Art, Briefly

By the early twenty-first century the main lines of the architecture had settled, and the progress became

granular: pressure ratios pushing past fifty, turbine temperatures creeping upward degree by degree,

fans  growing  toward  four  metres,  composite  fan  blades  replacing  titanium,  and every  surface  and

clearance  policed  by  computation  and  sensors.  The  record  books  mark  the  extremes.  The  General

Electric GE9X, certified for the Boeing 777X, was measured at 134,300 pounds of thrust on 12 July 2019,

the most powerful  jet  engine ever built  [C5].  The CFM56’s successor,  the LEAP, sells  in the tens of

thousands and carries ceramic-matrix composite shrouds in its hot section, the first structural ceramics

in a production aero engine [S3][C4].

The extremes are less interesting than the average. A modern engine leaves the factory with an expected

life on wing measured in years, monitored continuously by satellite downlink, its every temperature and

vibration trend logged against a fleet of siblings. The engine of 1952 was inspected by eye and ear; the

engine of 2026 reports itself. The result is the quietest triumph of the whole story: the most complex

machine in everyday use has also become the most reliable, and the rarest event in modern aviation is

the one the whole machine was built to prevent — the engine quitting.

That reliability is purchased in the aftermarket, where engines return again and again to be opened,

inspected,  and renewed,  and where  the  industry’s  money  is  actually  made.  It  is  time  to  leave  the

engineering for the economics, and to ask who builds these machines, what they cost,  and why the

answer nearly destroyed the company that built the first one.

The record books’ cauTion

A word of method belongs in the state-of-the-art chapter, because the extremes are easily misread. The

GE9X’s 134,300 pounds [C5]  is  a  test-stand record:  certified service ratings are lower,  and thrust  in

service is flat-rated to the aeroplane’s needs, as chapter thirty explains. The LEAP’s ceramic shrouds [S3]

are first-generation CMC: one component class, at the cool end of the hot end, in one engine family — a

beachhead, not a conquest.  The reliability statistics that underpin everything are fleet averages over
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decades; individual fleets, as the GTF crisis shows [C8], can live far from the average for years. This book

quotes the record books gladly and believes them carefully: the state of the art is what flies daily at the

fleet average, not what holds the single mark [C5][C6].

C H A p t e R  5 2

The Supersonic Parenthesis

The jet  age had one great  detour,  and it  deserves  its  chapter  even though — because — it  closed.

Concorde flew from 1976 to 2003, and its engines were the Olympus 593, twin-spool reheated turbojets

descended from the engine of the Vulcan bomber, developed by Bristol Siddeley and SNECMA in an

Anglo-French partnership as fraught and fruitful as the aeroplane itself [H9][H12]. At Mach 2 in cruise

the Olympus achieved something no engine has matched since in airline service: the highest thermal

efficiency of any transport powerplant, because the inlet did most of the compression for free and the

exhaust left through a convergent-divergent nozzle with reheat for takeoff and transonic acceleration

[H12].

Concorde failed economically for reasons that had little to do with its engines and everything to do with

arithmetic: a hundred seats burning the fuel of three hundred, over routes confined to water by the sonic

boom. The lesson it left the engine industry is subtler. Supersonic cruise is an engine problem only

secondarily; it is primarily a system problem — noise law, fuel price, airport slots, cabin size — and the

engine cannot  solve it  alone.  Every current  supersonic  startup faces  the same wall,  and the honest

position of this book is that a successor requires not just a better engine but a different noise regime. The

engine work continues, quietly, in the military adaptive programmes [M4]; the civil door remains closed

but not locked.

C H A p t e R  5 3

The Narrow-body World

While the wide-bodies took the headlines, the world’s traffic quietly moved onto single-aisle aeroplanes,

and the engine that defined them was the CFM56 [C4]. The Boeing 737, re-engined with the CFM56-3 in

1984,  and  the  Airbus  A320,  launched  with  CFM56  and  V2500  options,  created  the  template:  one

hundred and fifty to two hundred seats,  two engines,  fly anywhere within six  hours.  The low-cost

carriers  built  their  entire  model  on these machines:  one type,  one engine,  one pool  of  spares,  high

utilisation,  quick  turns.  Southwest,  Ryanair,  easyJet,  IndiGo  and  their  hundreds  of  imitators  are,

propulsion-wise, CFM56 and LEAP operators with airlines attached [C4].

The narrow-body engine market is where the industry’s volumes and rivalries concentrate. The LEAP

and  the  geared  turbofan  fight  for  every  order;  the  A320neo  family  and  737  MAX  are  engine

competitions  as  much  as  aeroplane  competitions;  and  the  supply-chain  chapter’s  constraints  bind
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hardest  here,  because the production rates — Airbus and Boeing each target  dozens of  deliveries a

month — demand engines at a tempo the casting and forging chain struggles to feed [C7][C8]. When a

narrow-body engine is grounded, as the GTF crisis shows, the world’s capacity feels it within weeks

[C8].

The  re-engining  pattern  deserves  note,  because  it  is  the  industry’s  repeating  rhythm:  a  successful

airframe is reborn when a new engine generation arrives. The 737 has carried three engine families

across fifty-five years; the A320 was re-engined as the A320neo with LEAP and GTF; the 747, 767 and

A330 all received new hearts. The engine is the upgrade cycle of aviation: the aeroplane provides the

decades, the engine provides the generations [C4][S3].

C H A p t e R  5 4

The Age of Three Engines

Between the four-engine giants and the twins that replaced them, the jet age had a middle child: the

trijet. The Boeing 727, the Douglas DC-10, the Lockheed TriStar, the Trident, the Tu-154, the Falcon 50:

for two decades the three-engine layout was aviation’s compromise between power, redundancy and the

sixty-minute rule. Three engines gave near-four-engine performance over oceans and out of hot, high,

short  airfields,  at  three-quarters  of  the  fuel  and  maintenance.  The  727  in  particular  became  the

workhorse of the world’s domestic trunk routes, its third engine buried in the tail with an S-shaped

intake  duct  feeding  it  over  the  fuselage’s  spine  —  an  arrangement  that  made  the  inlet  chapter’s

distortion problems vivid and was solved anyway, thousands of times over [H12][S1].

The trijet era produced two engine dramas that this book has already visited from other angles. The

DC-10 and TriStar competition of the early 1970s was the cockpit of the wide-body engine war: GE’s CF6

against Rolls-Royce’s RB211, the contest that bankrupted Rolls-Royce and nationalised it [H9]. And the

TriStar’s S-duct and the DC-10’s straight-through tail engine offered a natural experiment in installation

effects  that  engine designers cite  to this  day:  the same core engine behaves differently when its  air

arrives bent around a fuselage. Installation — the engine as mounted, not as tested — is a discipline of

its own, and the trijets were its hard school.

Why Three became TWo

The trijets died of reliability, indirectly. The case for a third engine was always the failure of the second;

as the big fans’ shutdown rates fell and ETOPS spread [G1], the tail engine became dead weight, and the

market’s  judgement  was  swift:  the  767  and  A310  did  the  trijets’  work  on  two  engines,  and  the

production lines closed one by one.  The lesson generalises  to  the whole history:  configurations are

downstream of  engine reliability.  When engines  were doubtful,  aeroplanes  carried four;  when they

improved, three; when they became trustworthy, two. The single-engine airliner is not on any roadmap,

but the direction of the arrow is the industry’s oldest trend [G1][H12].
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C H A p t e R  5 5

Deregulation and the Engine

In 1978 the United States deregulated its airlines, and the world eventually followed; fares fell, networks

reorganised into hubs, and the low-cost carrier was born. The episode belongs to airline economics, not

engine history — except that the engine shaped every one of its outcomes. The hub-and-spoke network

was  built  around  the  narrow-body  twin  and  its  CFM56:  frequency  over  size,  many  flights  of  two

hundred seats  rather than few of  four hundred,  because the small  twin’s  trip cost  made frequency

profitable [C4]. The low-cost model — one fleet type, high daily utilisation, quick turnarounds — is an

engine-maintenance  model  as  much as  a  business  model:  a  single  engine  type concentrates  spares,

tooling,  mechanics and reliability data,  and the CFM56’s legendary time-on-wing made eleven-hour

utilisation days routine [C4][C6].

The wide-body market moved the opposite way in the same decades: the 747’s high-capacity trunk

routes dissolved into point-to-point twins as ETOPS widened [G1],  and the engine makers’  product

plans  followed  the  traffic.  The  result  visible  today  —  narrow-bodies  crossing  oceans,  wide-body

production concentrated in a few large twins, the 747 and A380 lines closed — is the aeroplane market

voting with the engines’ economics. When this book says the engine decides, this is the mechanism: not

that  engines  are  glamorous,  but  that  fuel  burn,  maintenance  cost  and  reliability  per  seat  are  the

arithmetic that airline networks must obey, and that arithmetic is written in the hot sections and fans of

a few hundred engine types [C6][G1].

Deregulation also hardened the engine aftermarket. Freed to compete on price, airlines discovered that

engine overhauls were among their largest controllable costs, and the power-by-the-hour contract and

the independent MRO shop both spread in response — the airline buying thrust as a service, the engine

maker selling reliability as a product [C6]. The modern industry’s shape — annuities, alliances, lessors,

teardowns — was poured in the mould that deregulation fired.

C H A p t e R  5 6

The Other Jet Age

Behind the Western story runs a parallel one, and this book’s honesty requires a chapter for it.  The

Soviet  Union built  a  complete jet  industry from the harvested German work,  the purchased British

engines, and its own interrupted pre-war designs [H1][H10]. The copied Nene and Derwent powered

the MiG-15 and Il-28; Lyulka’s revived axial designs powered the first Soviet jetliners; and the Tu-104 —

a bomber airframe with seats — was for a season in 1956-58 the only jet airliner in scheduled service

anywhere in the world, while the Comet was grounded and the 707 still testing [H12][H6].

The Soviet industry’s strengths were real: robust engines for rough airfields, high production numbers,

and genuine innovation in military propulsion — the MiG-25’s enormous turbojets and the later Saturn

and  Klimov  lines  were  and  are  serious  machines.  Its  structural  weakness  was  the  absence  of  the
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feedback loop this book keeps returning to:  without a commercial  market punishing fuel burn and

rewarding time-on-wing, Soviet civil engines stayed a generation behind in efficiency and life, and the

gap showed in every comparison of the fleets [H12]. Aeroflot’s statistics masked it; the post-1991 market

exposed it instantly, and Russia’s airlines spent the next decades re-equipping with Western engines —

until the sanctions era forced the question back onto domestic products, with results still being written

[C7].

The  parallel  history  matters  to  this  book’s  argument  because  it  is  the  control  experiment.  The  jet

engine’s development was not driven by physics alone — the physics was available everywhere — but

by the institution that converts physics into reliability:  the certified, competitive,  customer-punished

engine programme. Where that institution existed, engines got better at two per cent a year for seventy

years. Where it did not, they did not [H6][C6].

C H A p t e R  5 7

The Jumbo’s Long Reign

The Boeing 747 deserves a chapter apart, because for half a century it was the engine industry’s largest

single customer and the aeroplane that defined the wide-body era. Juan Trippe’s 1966 order created it

[H8]; the JT9D crisis nearly strangled it in its crib [S5]; and it went on to carry, by common estimate, a

substantial fraction of all the human beings who have ever flown. Its four engines were the reason for its

shape: no twin of the era could lift it, and the hump upstairs began as a cockpit placed clear of a nose

that  was  to  open  for  freight  —  the  747  was  designed  to  become  a  freighter  when  the  supersonic

transports made it obsolete as a liner. The supersonic transports never came; the freighter conversion

made the 747 the backbone of air cargo for decades [H8][W3].

The engine story of the 747 is the story of Part Four in one airframe. It launched on the JT9D, opened its

doors to the RB211 and CF6 as competition arrived,  and each new engine generation extended the

aeroplane: more thrust for heavier weights, better fans for less fuel and noise, until the final 747-8 flew

on the GEnx, a composite-fan descendant of everything the wide-body era had learned [S5][C1]. The last

747 was delivered in 2023; the type will fly for decades more, mostly as freighters, its engines cycling

through the MRO system that keeps old fires burning profitably [C6][W3].

Its reign closed the loop on the question that opened the jet age: could the turbine replace the piston

everywhere?  The  747’s  answer  was  to  make  the  replacement  total  —  an  aeroplane  carrying  four

hundred people nine thousand miles, burning less fuel per seat than the DC-6s it displaced. When the

747 finally yielded to big twins, it was because the engine had improved again, twice over: the twin’s

two engines became as capable and far thriftier than the jumbo’s four [G1]. The 747 was not killed by a

rival aeroplane. It was killed by its own engines’ grandchildren.
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C H A p t e R  5 8

The Atlantic Crossing

If one route made the jet age and was made by it, it is the North Atlantic. The ocean between New York

and London is the world’s richest air market, and it was the jet engine’s proving ground twice over: first

in 1958, when the 707 cut the crossing from fourteen hours to seven and made the business trip a day

rather than a voyage [H7], and again from 1985, when ETOPS twins took the ocean away from the four-

engine fleets [G1].

The Atlantic is where the engine’s reliability was priced most exactly. Over land, an engine failure is a

diversion;  over  the  ocean at  night,  it  is  arithmetic  with  weather.  The  sixty-minute  rule,  the  ETOPS

extensions, the whole apparatus of extended-range certification grew on this water [G1]. And the traffic

it carried grew with each permission: the 707’s passengers were the rich and the sent; the 747’s were the

middle class; the twin-aisle twins’ are everyone. Today the crossing is made in all classes by aircraft with

two engines, at fares the 707’s accountants would not believe, behind engines whose failure probability

on any given crossing is measured in single digits per hundred thousand flights [G1][E3].

The  route  also  staged  the  engine’s  only  defeat.  Concorde  owned the  Atlantic  premium market  for

twenty-seven years and lost it, not to a faster machine but to a cheaper one: the lie-flat seat and the

subsonic twin. The market decided that time saved at Mach 2 was worth less than money saved at Mach

0.85, and no engine could change that arithmetic, because the arithmetic was the atmosphere’s: drag

rises brutally toward the speed of sound, and the fuel bill is physics invoicing by the mile [H12]. The

Atlantic keeps the score.

C H A p t e R  5 9

The Noise Wars

Before there was a noise law there was a noise war, and its battlefields were the neighbourhoods under

the flight paths. The first-generation jets were ferociously loud — the pure turbojet’s fast exhaust mixed

with the sky in a broadband roar that rattled windows miles from the airport — and the early 1960s

brought the first organised resistance: lawsuits, pickets, and the invention of the airport noise abatement

office. New York’s and London’s airports became the front lines; Santa Monica’s became the symbol [E1]

[H7].

The industry’s first answer was the hush kit: a bolt-on mixer that stirred the jet to quiet it, trading thrust

for  peace  on  the  old  low-bypass  engines.  The  real  answer  was  already  arriving:  the  high-bypass

turbofan, whose slow cool exhaust was quieter by physics, not by appliance [S1]. Each bypass generation

lowered the noise floor again, and the regulators codified the gains into the Chapter standards, turning

engineering progress into legal requirement so that no airline could buy back the noise for a cheaper

aeroplane [E1].
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The wars taught the industry a political lesson it has applied to carbon: communities negotiate with

their feet, their votes and their courts, and the only durable answer is a quieter machine. Chapter 16,

adopted in 2026 for new types from 2029 [E1], is the sixth decade’s round of the same negotiation — and

the open fan’s certification problem [F1] is the same war on a new front: physics offering efficiency,

society asking what it sounds like.

C H A p t e R  6 0

The Freighters

A third of world trade by value flies [W3], and it flies mostly at night, in aeroplanes the passenger never

sees. Air freight is the jet engine’s second industry, with its own economics: utilisation in the dark hours,

payloads of  pallets  and containers,  routes from factory belts  to consumer markets,  and a fleet  built

disproportionately from retired passenger airframes given second lives — the 747s and 767s and 777s of

yesterday hauling tomorrow’s goods [W3][C6].

The freighter changed what the engine’s longevity means.  A passenger airframe is  retired when its

economics or its cabin age out; its engines, refurbished, may fly on in freighters for another decade, and

the freighter market’s appetite for cheap, capable lift is one reason the annuity economics of Part Five

work: the engine’s value persists through several airframes and several owners [C6][C8]. The overnight

parcel, the fresh salmon, the vaccine shipment, the semiconductor line kept fed across an ocean — all

ride on engines that the passenger industry’s renewal cycle continuously re-supplies [W3].

And  freight  is  where  the  next  transition  will  show  first.  When  new  engine  types  are  scarce  and

expensive, freighters keep the old ones flying; when fuel prices spike, freight margins feel it first. The

industry’s health can be read in the desert storage rows and the conversion lines, where yesterday’s

airliners wait to become tomorrow’s freighters — or, as the GTF crisis showed, to be parted out where

they stand [C8].

C H A p t e R  6 1

The European Answer

The industry’s map changed in the 1970s with the arrival of Airbus, and the engine story is threaded

through it. The A300, the world’s first twin-engine wide-body, was itself an ETOPS argument before the

name existed: two big fans doing the work of three, on the short and medium routes of a fragmenting

market [G1]. Europe’s airframe consortium needed engines, and its needs re-drew the engine alliances:

GE’s CF6 powered the early Airbuses; the V2500 consortium formed for the A320, drawing Rolls-Royce,

Pratt & Whitney, MTU and the Japanese into a five-nation programme [C4][C9]; and the CFM56’s A320

position cemented the GE-Safran axis as the narrow-body world’s centre [C4].
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The Airbus effect on engines was the effect of a second strong customer. With Boeing alone, the engine

houses  took what  one airframer offered;  with Airbus bidding against  Boeing for  airline orders,  the

engine  makers  gained  a  second door  and  the  airlines  gained  leverage,  and  the  modern  pattern  of

competition  — two airframers,  three  engine  houses,  engines  chosen  separately  from aeroplanes  —

settled into the form it keeps today [H8][C4].

There is a geographic footnote the book’s station 8 chapters have already made: the European engine

revival was built through partnership, not autarky. MTU grew inside American programmes; Safran

grew beside GE; Rolls-Royce grew back to the wide-body crown through the Trent. Europe’s answer to

the American century of propulsion was not a national engine but a European seat at every table [C2]

[C9][C4].

C H A p t e R  6 2

The Package Holiday

The jet engine’s social revolution had a package-tour phase, and it deserves its own page between the

wide-bodies and deregulation. The inclusive-tour charter — aeroplane, hotel and transfers sold as one

product — was invented in the 1950s and industrialised by the jets: the 737s and 757s and A320s of the

charter  fleets  flew British,  German and Scandinavian families  to  the Mediterranean in volumes the

scheduled  flag  carriers  never  approached.  The  economics  were  the  CFM56’s  economics  applied  to

leisure: high utilisation in season, dense seating, quick turns, and fares that put the sun within a week’s

wages [C4][E3].

The holiday traffic built more than tans. It created the regional airport, the leisure terminal, the Saturday

rush at Palma and Málaga; it trained the crews and financed the fleets that deregulation would later

inherit; and it normalised flying for a generation that had grown up thinking of it as an event for others.

The democratisation chapter’s claim — that the engine repriced distance — was made real first not on

the Atlantic but on the two-hour hop to the coast [E3][W1].

The charter model also pioneered the airline-engineering practices the low-cost carriers would perfect:

one fleet type, minimal spares, maintenance concentrated at a home base, engines watched by trend so

that no holiday jet went technical on a Saturday morning. The package holiday was, in its way, an engine

reliability programme with towels [C4][C6].

C H A p t e R  6 3

The Second Generation

Between the 707 and the wide-bodies, the industry’s volume was made by a generation this book has

under-sung: the short-haul jets of the 1960s and their engine, the Pratt & Whitney JT8D. The Boeing 727

and 737-200, the Douglas DC-9, the BAC One-Eleven — the aeroplanes that brought jets to the second
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city and the third — all ran on the JT8D, a low-bypass twin-spool that became, for its era, the most-

produced civil jet engine in the world [H12].

The second generation proved the jet’s versatility: the same cycle that crossed oceans at Mach 0.85 could

hop two hundred miles at a profit, climb fast, turn in thirty minutes, and run all day. It also made the

noise that started the noise wars — the JT8D’s crackle is the sound of the first jet age to anyone who

lived under a 1960s flight path — and its hush-kit and replacement history is the regulatory ratchet of

chapter twenty-nine working itself out in one engine family [E1].

The JT8D’s long tail matters to the business chapters too. It stayed in production and service for five

decades, and its enormous installed base made it an annuity before the industry had the word: the

second generation taught the engine makers that the money is in the fleet, not the sale — the lesson the

CFM56 would turn into doctrine [C4][C6].

C H A p t e R  6 4

The Long-Range Twin

The engine  arrangement  that  rules  the  sky  today — the  long-range  twin  — deserves  its  summing

chapter,  because it  is  the  destination of  three  of  this  book’s  threads at  once.  The reliability  thread:

shutdown rates  fell  until  the  sixty-minute  rule  yielded to  ETOPS,  and the  ocean opened [G1].  The

efficiency thread: two engines burn less than three or four, and the big fans made two enough for almost

any payload-range task. The alliance thread: the 767, A330, 777, A350 and 787 were each engine wars

and engine partnerships, the programmes where the modern industry’s structure was hammered out

[C4][C1].

The 777 is the type specimen. Launched in 1990, certified for 180-minute ETOPS at entry into service in

1995, powered by the largest engines yet built, it proved that a twin could do anything a four-engine

machine could do over any water on Earth, and it ended the argument: the 747’s production wound

down, the A380’s ended early,  and the long-range twin became the default form of intercontinental

aviation [G1][C5].

The arrangement’s  demands on the engine are the book’s demands in concentrate:  each of the two

engines must be so reliable that the loss of one is a diversion, not a disaster; so efficient that two of them

beat four of the old; so monitored that its health is known in real time across an ocean [C6]. The long-

range twin is the jet engine’s answer to its own first question: how to make the fire not just powerful, but

trustworthy enough to be halved [G1].

C H A p t e R  6 5

The Engine in the Storm
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The sky’s weather is the engine’s weather, and the certification chapter’s insults are the sky’s ordinary

inventory. Hail:  stones the size of hens’ eggs at terminal velocity, swallowed at takeoff thrust — the

engine must keep running or shut down safely. Lightning: airframes are struck on average about once a

year per aircraft, and the engine’s electronics are hardened accordingly. Heavy rain: the water-ingestion

test exists because a 1970s generation of engines learned, in tropical downpours, that rain can arrive

faster than the fire can boil it [S1][G1].

Volcanic ash is the inventory’s strangest item, and the 1982 Galunggung encounter — all four engines of

a 747 lost  and regained — made it  famous.  Ash is  abrasive at  the cold end and, worse,  it  melts  at

combustor  temperatures  and  re-solidifies  as  glass  on  the  turbine;  the  modern  countermeasure  is

avoidance, an international system of ash advisories and dispersion forecasts that has made the engine

loss to ash a rarity [W2].

The storm chapter closes the jet age part with the observation that the sky’s hostility has been priced in.

The engine that pushes five billion passengers a year through hail, ice, ash and lightning is not a fair-

weather machine; it is the most thoroughly insulted piece of machinery in service, and the insults are in

its certification file [S3][G1][E3].

C H A p t e R  6 6

The Gateway and the Hub

The engine rebuilt the airport as surely as it rebuilt the aeroplane. The piston-era airport was a field

with a terminal; the jet’s demands — longer runways for the takeoff roll,  stronger pavement for the

weight,  wider taxiways for the span,  noise buffers against  the neighbours — produced the modern

airport: a machine for processing passengers at jet rates, financed like a utility and planned like a city

[H7][E1].

The hub is the jet’s economic geometry made concrete. Because the engine made frequency cheap and

range long, the connecting hub outcompeted the point-to-point web for most of the jet age: passengers

sorted through a fortress airport onto the right twin for the next leg, the whole system tuned so that

engines run full  and often [C4][E3].  The great  hubs — Atlanta,  Dubai,  Heathrow, Singapore — are

engines  of  a  higher  order:  places  where  the  world’s  fires  are  marshalled,  fed,  and pointed at  their

destinations.

The chapter belongs to the jet age part because the airport was the jet’s interface with the public’s daily

life. The observation deck, the duty-free hall, the jet bridge, the curfew: each is the engine’s consequence,

negotiated in concrete and law [E1]. When the open fan and the hydrogen aeroplane arrive, the airport

will be renegotiated again — new fuel farms, new safety zones, new noise contours — and the gateway

will change, as it always has, at the engine’s pace [F1][F4].
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S T A T I O N  8

THE BUSINESS OF FIRE

At station 8 the exhaust gathers for the nozzle, where energy becomes thrust

and thrust becomes lift. This is the part where engineering becomes money:

who builds the engines, what they really cost, and how the machine eats its

makers.

STATION READING — GE Aerospace revenue 2024: $38.7 billion; about

45,000 commercial and 25,000 military engines in service [C1]. Rolls-

Royce underlying revenue 2024: £17.8 billion [C2]. Global engine-

relevant MRO demand 2024: about $104 billion, forecast $124 billion by

2034 [C6].
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C H A p t e R  6 7

The Three Houses

Ask who makes the world’s large jet engines and the answer is three names, and it has been three names

for half a century: General Electric, Rolls-Royce, and Pratt & Whitney. Behind the three names stands a

handful of allies — Safran of France, MTU of Germany, the Japanese aero-engine consortium — bound

into the programmes as partners and risk-sharers, and behind them a supply chain of thousands of

firms feeding forgings, castings, blades, rings, controls and casings into the fire [C7][C9]. But the full

engine, the certified product that hangs on the wing, comes from three houses, and no new full-line

entrant has joined them in generations.

The reason is not a conspiracy but an arithmetic. A new large engine programme costs several billion

dollars and a decade before its first revenue, and its technologies — the cooled single-crystal turbine, the

high-ratio compressor, the combustor that meets emissions law — cannot be bought or hired; they must

be accumulated over generations of engines, each one teaching the next. The installed base then feeds

the learning: GE Aerospace alone supports some 45,000 commercial and 25,000 military engines [C1],

and every hour  they fly is  data.  A new entrant  faces  not  three  competitors  but  three  accumulated

histories. Even the great industrial powers have found the wall hard: Japan builds modules, not whole

engines; China has spent decades and fortunes trying to field a competitive home-grown large turbofan,

and the effort continues, honestly flagged here as unfinished [C7].

alliances as archiTecTure

The industry’s own answer to its arithmetic is the alliance. CFM International, GE and Safran fifty-fifty

since 1974, builds the CFM56 and the LEAP, the best-selling engines in history [C4]. International Aero

Engines pooled Pratt & Whitney, Rolls-Royce, MTU and the Japanese for the V2500; the Engine Alliance

paired GE and Pratt for the A380’s GP7200. MTU, which began as the inheritor of Germany’s wartime

engine works, has become the indispensable partner: €7.5 billion of revenue in 2024 with a €28.6 billion

order backlog, earned by owning slices of nearly everyone’s programmes [C9]. The modern large engine

is not a product of a company but of a coalition, and the coalitions rearrange with each generation in a

slow dance of rivalry and necessity.

The structures inside the houses echo this. GE Aerospace, after the breakup of the old conglomerate, is

now a pure aerospace company and one of the most valuable in the industry, with $38.7 billion of 2024

revenue [C1]. Rolls-Royce, smaller, with £17.8 billion underlying 2024 revenue and a 36 per cent share of

the  wide-body  fleet,  has  rebuilt  itself  into  profitability  on  wide-body  engines,  defence  and  power

systems [C2]. Pratt & Whitney sits inside RTX, its geared turbofan both a triumph of architecture and, as

the next chapters tell, the industry’s most expensive current headache [C3].

Chapter  67

72



The shape of The insTalled base

The fleets tell the structure better than the balance sheets. In narrow-bodies, CFM (GE–Safran) and Pratt

& Whitney divide the A320neo and 737 MAX generation between LEAP and GTF, with the CFM56’s

33,000-strong legacy fleet still flying off its peak [C4]. In wide-bodies, Rolls-Royce’s Trent family holds

about a third of the fleet [C2], GE’s GE90/GEnx/GE9X line holds the big-twin premium end [C1], and

the GP7200 alliance engine serves the A380’s twilight. Military work distributes by nation: GE and P&W

for America, Rolls-Royce for Britain and its export partners, MTU inside European programmes, Safran

for France [C9][M4]. No house is strong everywhere, which is precisely why the alliances exist: each

house’s weak decade is carried by a partner’s strong one, and the portfolio balances across generations

[C4].

C H A p t e R  6 8

The Engine That Ate Its Maker

On 4  February  1971,  Rolls-Royce  Limited  — the  most  prestigious  engineering  company  in  Britain,

builder of the Merlin, the Nene, the Conway — declared bankruptcy. The cause was a single engine, the

RB211, the three-shaft high-bypass turbofan it had sold to Lockheed for the TriStar at a fixed price it

could not meet,  built  around a carbon-fibre fan blade that  failed its  bird-strike tests  and had to be

remade in titanium while the meter ran. Development costs overran; the contract was loss-making on

every engine; and the company that had powered the Empire ran out of money [H9][H12].

The House of Commons debate of 8 February 1971, preserved in Hansard, is the founding document of

the modern industry’s relationship with the state. The government announced it would nationalise the

aero-engine and marine businesses — the parts essential to national defence and to the thousands of

aircraft flying Rolls-Royce power worldwide — and let the car division go. Members rose to ask what

the bankruptcy meant for the TriStar, for the Concorde’s Olympus 593, for the armed forces, for the

workforce at Derby, for the country’s standing. The minister’s position was that the RB211 itself must be

saved, and it was: the state bought the company, finished the engine, and the RB211 became the ancestor

of the Trent family that powers much of the wide-body world today [H9].

The lesson The indusTry kepT

The  RB211  saga  taught  three  lessons  that  the  industry  has  never  forgotten.  First,  the  fixed-price

development contract for a novel engine is a loaded revolver: the technological unknowns of a new hot

section cannot be scheduled, and pricing them as if they can is gambling the company. Second, the state

is the industry’s silent partner: no government with an aerospace industry will let its engine house die,

because defence capability and the installed civil base are uninsurable any other way. Third, a great

engine can outlive its maker’s corporate form: the RB211 destroyed Rolls-Royce Limited and founded

Rolls-Royce plc, privatised in 1987, which still builds its descendants [H9][C2].

It is fashionable to read 1971 as a British failure. It is more accurate to read it as the industry’s nature

declaring  itself:  these  machines  sit  at  the  boundary  of  what  private  capital  can  bear,  and  every
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generation since has renegotiated that boundary — through alliances, launch aid, military-civil cross-

subsidy, and the aftermarket economics of the next chapters.

The shafT ThaT survived

The RB211’s technical bet, beneath the financial disaster, was sound, and the proof is the lineage. The

three-shaft arrangement — fan, intermediate and high-pressure spools each at their own speed — gave a

shorter, stiffer engine with fewer variable-geometry compromises, and it scaled: the RB211-524 grew

through the 747 and 767; the Trent 700, 800, 900, 1000 and XWB carried the architecture onto the A330,

777, A380, 787 and A350. The company’s 36 per cent wide-body share in 2024 [C2] rests on the 1968

decision’s engineering, paid for by the 1971 rescue’s politics [H9]. The composite fan that broke the

company returned, forty years later, as the industry standard elsewhere — materials science eventually

cashing the cheque the RB211 had tried to write early [S3][H9].

C H A p t e R  6 9

The Powder in the Metal

The industry’s current crisis began with a powder. The discs at the heart of a modern turbofan are made

from powdered nickel alloy, atomised, sieved, compacted and forged, because powder metallurgy gives

a finer, more uniform grain than casting. Between 2015 and 2021, some of the powder used for certain

Pratt  &  Whitney  geared  turbofan  parts  was  contaminated,  and  contaminated  powder  can  mean

microscopic inclusions in a spinning disc — the one failure mode that cannot be allowed, because a disc

failure is uncontained and no casing can hold it [C3].

The consequence, unfolding as this book is written, is the largest fleet grounding of the modern era.

RTX, Pratt & Whitney’s parent, disclosed in 2023 that six hundred to seven hundred engines would

need early removal and inspection, with an average of three hundred and fifty jets a year grounded

through 2026 and a charge of about three billion dollars [C3]. Airlines that had bet their fleets on the

geared turbofan found their newest aeroplanes parked; by late 2025, reporting from the scrapyards put

636 GTF-powered jets on the ground, a third of the fleet, against about four per cent for the rival LEAP,

and a six-year-old A321neo — an aeroplane with decades of life in it — was being parted out for its

engines and spares,  because a grounded fleet  had made GTF spares worth perhaps twenty million

dollars and lease rates around two hundred thousand dollars a month [C8].

WhaT The crisis reveals

The GTF saga is not a story of a bad engine; the architecture is sound, the fuel burn is excellent, and the

gearbox itself has performed. It is a story about the supply chain’s invisible joints. The industry’s quality

system  is  built  on  the  assumption  that  certified  processes  produce  certified  parts;  a  contaminated

powder lot upstream defeats every inspection downstream, because the flaw is inside the metal. The

lesson is travelling through the whole industry: suppliers audited to the dust, forgings traced to the

atomiser, and a new humility about the chain that feeds the fire [C7][C8].
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It is also a story about concentration. When one engine family grounds a third of its fleet, the world’s

short-haul  capacity  notices.  Airlines  schedule  around  engine  availability;  lessors  reprice;  the  rival

engine’s production slots sell out years deep. The three-house structure that makes engines possible also

makes the industry brittle: there is no fourth house to call. Part Seven returns to what this brittleness

means for the passenger; here it is enough to note that the jet engine, the most reliable machine ever

made, is supplied by one of the most fragile industrial systems in the world [C6][C8].

inside The poWder

The  failure  mechanism  deserves  precision,  because  it  is  the  industry’s  current  education.  Powder

metallurgy begins  with molten alloy blasted into  droplets  by gas;  the  droplets  freeze in  flight  into

powder,  which is  sieved,  sealed into a container,  hot-compacted and forged.  The process’s  virtue is

uniformity; its hazard is that anything present at atomisation — a contaminant particle, a refractory

inclusion — ends up distributed through the metal, invisible to surface inspection, detectable only by

the ultrasound and destructive sampling of finished parts [C3]. The industry’s defence is process control

at the atomiser, and the crisis’s lesson is that the defence failed upstream of every downstream check:

the contaminated lots were made over years, and the inclusions’ effect — reduced fatigue life in discs —

reveals  itself  only in  service  or  in  the retrospective analysis  of  the whole  population [C3][C8].  The

inspection campaigns, the grounded fleets and the charge are the price of a lesson the industry now

teaches its newest engineers: the disc’s quality is decided before the disc exists [C3].

C H A p t e R  7 0

Where the Money Actually Is

A new large engine sells for roughly its cost, sometimes below it. The profit is not in the sale but in the

decades after: the spare parts, the overhauls, the service agreements. An engine is designed for perhaps

thirty years and half a dozen shop visits; each visit replaces blades, seals, coatings and life-limited parts

at prices that make the original sale look like a down payment. The industry’s own analysts put the

maintenance, repair and overhaul market at about $104 billion in 2024, growing to $124 billion by 2034

[C6]. The engine maker is, in truth, an annuity business with a foundry attached.

This inversion explains almost everything about how the industry behaves. It explains why engines are

sold at break-even or worse: the deal is the installed base, and the installed base is thirty years of parts

and service. It explains the rate-per-flying-hour contract — power by the hour — in which the airline

pays for thrust and the maker owns the maintenance risk, aligning the maker’s profit with reliability

itself: every hour the engine stays on wing is money to both parties. It explains why the three houses

guard their independent MRO networks and fight over the right to repair; why a grounded fleet is a

catastrophe for airlines and a revenue event for engine shops; and why an ageing, reliable engine like the

CFM56, with 33,000 siblings flying [C4], is a mountain of annuity gold long after its production line has

slowed [C6][C8].
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The second life of meTal

At the end of the line waits the teardown industry, and it is growing: when new engines cannot be had

— as the GTF crisis  made vivid — old aeroplanes are worth more dead than alive,  parted out for

serviceable blades, discs and modules that re-enter the supply chain under strict traceability [C8]. The

used-serviceable-material market is the industry’s grey economy turned legitimate, and the casting and

forging bottleneck behind it  is  severe  enough that  consultants  now advise  airlines  to  treat  material

supply as a strategic risk in its own right [C7]. A turbine blade begins as a single crystal grown in a

vacuum furnace and ends, decades later, as a parted-out component with a paper trail. Between those

two moments it is one of the most intensively managed objects in commerce.

The anaTomy of a shop visiT

The consultants’ numbers decompose instructively. A wide-body engine’s performance-restoration shop

visit runs into the millions of dollars, and the bill splits roughly into three: life-limited parts — the discs

and shafts whose cycles are spent and which are replaced outright,  the single largest  line;  material

repairs — blades re-tipped and re-coated, vanes rebuilt, combustors relined; and labour with test-cell

time. The visit’s scope is set by the workscope decision, itself an optimisation: minimum work to return

to service, or deeper work to extend the next interval, priced against the lease return conditions or the

airline’s fleet plan [C6][C8]. The independent shops, the airline shops and the manufacturers’ networks

compete on exactly this optimisation, which is why the twin’s condition data — the thing that makes the

workscope decision evidence rather than guesswork — has become the industry’s contested ground:

whoever holds the data frames the visit [C6].

C H A p t e R  7 1

The Chain That Feeds the Fire

Behind the three houses stands a chain of specialists whose names the passenger never hears, and the

chain is narrow at several critical links. Turbine blades and vanes come from a handful of precision

casters;  discs  and shafts  from a handful  of  forgers  with presses  the  size  of  buildings;  both from a

materials  base  that  itself  concentrates  in  a  few alloy  makers.  The  consultants  who  map this  chain

describe a casting-and-forging sector where demand now exceeds capacity, lead times stretch to years,

and the loss of a single furnace line can be felt in airline schedules [C7].

The war in Ukraine and the pandemic taught  the same lesson twice:  titanium, energy,  and skilled

labour are the chain’s pressure points, and none of them can be surged quickly. A blade foundry takes

years to qualify; a forging press longer; the qualification of a new source for a single part number can

take a decade. The industry’s response — dual sourcing, strategic stockpiles, vertical reintegration — is

expensive insurance against a fragility it created by forty years of lean optimisation [C7][C6].

It is worth standing back at this point and seeing the business whole. A jet engine is an annuity sold at a

loss,  built  by a coalition,  fed by a fragile chain,  regulated like a drug, warranted like a bridge,  and

expected to work perfectly for thirty years. That anything so improbable exists at all is the achievement;
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that it exists at scale, and at a price the travelling public can pay, is the industry. The remaining parts of

this book turn to what the machine is becoming and what it has meant.

The TiTanium quesTion

One metal illustrates the chain’s geopolitics. Titanium — light, strong, temperature-tolerant — is the fan

and compressor’s structural metal, and aerospace’s supply has historically run through a small number

of producers, with Russian sponge a major feed for Western forgers until the sanctions era forced a re-

routing [C7]. The re-routing worked, at a price: qualification of new sources takes years, stocks were

drawn down, and the episode became the supply chain’s standard case study in concentration risk —

filed  beside  castings,  forgings  and  the  rare  alloying  elements  of  chapter  twenty-four  [C7][S4].  The

industry’s  response  has  been  the  unglamorous  work  of  dual-sourcing,  recycling  revert  metal,  and

designing to use less: the compressor’s titanium fraction has been under quiet engineering pressure for

a decade [C7][S3].

The second oWners

A jet engine outlives its first aeroplane more often than not, and the second-hand market is where the

industry’s economics show their bones. A mature CFM56 or V2500 that is worth little as a piece of forty-

year-old engineering is worth a great deal as a certificate-holder: legal life, tracked in cycles and hours

against the life-limited parts list,  that can be bolted to a freighter conversion and flown for another

decade [C4][C6].  The teardown industry  exists  to  arbitrage this:  an engine whose remaining life  is

awkward to sell whole is worth more as its parts — a high-pressure turbine blade set with documented

cycles,  a  fan disk with traceable  pedigree — sold into the maintenance market  at  prices  set  by the

shortage of the moment [C6][C8]. The GTF crisis inverted the usual flow: engines young enough to be

under warranty were torn down for parts to keep grounded fleets flying, a shortage so severe that the

scrapyard’s economics ran backwards for two years [C8].

The lessors moved into this market the way they moved into airframes, and for the same reason: an

engine is  a  financial  asset  that  happens to  burn kerosene.  Engine lessors  own pools  of  spares  that

airlines  draw on against  shop visits,  trading the lumpy cost  of  the overhaul  calendar for  a  smooth

monthly rate [C6]. The arrangement mirrors the power-by-the-hour contracts of chapter nineteen at one

remove: the airline pays for availability, the lessor and the MRO network between them own the risk

that a blade, a disk or a supply chain will misbehave [C6][C9]. The pool works because the statistics

work — a hundred pooled engines fail more predictably than one — and it fails when the statistics

break, as they broke for the geared fan generation [C8][C6].

The residual-value question now shapes design decisions years before the metal. An engine whose parts

hold value in the teardown market  is  an easier  asset  to finance;  an engine whose materials  or  life-

accounting make its parts hard to certify for a second life carries a quiet discount from birth [C6]. The

manufacturers know it, and the modular architecture described in chapter twenty-two — the engine as

a set of swappable major pieces, each with its own life ledger — is as much a financing decision as a

maintenance one [C6][C9]. The fire, in its maturity, is accounted for in pieces, each piece with its own

price, and the second owners who trade the pieces have become nearly as important to the industry as

the first owners who signed for the machine [C6][C8].
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C H A p t e R  7 2

The Silent Partner

Behind every engine programme stands a government, and the honesty of this book requires saying so

plainly. The British state saved Rolls-Royce and the RB211 in 1971 [H9]; the American state funded the

core technologies of the CFM56 through military programmes [C4]; the French and German states own

slices of the alliances; launch aid — repayable government investment in new programmes — has been

a standard instrument of European policy and a running grievance of American trade negotiators for

decades.  The pattern is  not corruption but recognition:  the aero engine is  a  strategic good,  like the

shipyard and the  steel  mill  before  it,  and no state  that  possesses  the  capability  lets  it  die,  because

reconstituting it costs more than preserving it [H9][C9].

The defence business is the quiet ballast of all three houses. Military engine programmes are smaller in

unit numbers but richer in technology funding; the adaptive-engine work behind the XA102 [M4] is

paid for by the American taxpayer in pursuit of performance, and its hot-section advances will, as surely

as the J57’s did, find their way to civil wings. The civil-military boundary in propulsion is a membrane,

not a wall, and it has worked that way since the W.1 crossed the Atlantic in a crate [H1].

leasing The fire

A further  quiet  revolution  rearranged the  industry’s  ownership:  the  engine  lessor.  Engines  are  too

valuable to sit idle and too standardised to be bound to one airline, and so a market emerged in engines

as financial assets — owned by lessors, pooled, and rented by the month or the flight hour to airlines

needing spares, coverage, or capacity. When the GTF crisis grounded hundreds of jets, the spare-engine

lease rate became a market price for desperation, around two hundred thousand dollars a month at the

2025 peak of the shortage [C8]. The engine has become, in the fullest sense, a financial instrument that

happens to make thrust.

C H A p t e R  7 3

The Cost of Entry

What does it cost to invent a modern jet engine? The honest numbers are rarely published, but the shape

is known. The geared turbofan absorbed roughly two decades and, by public reporting, on the order of

ten billion dollars before its first revenue [S2]. A clean-sheet wide-body engine of the current generation

is  a  programme  of  similar  magnitude:  thousands  of  engineers,  dozens  of  test  engines,  years  of

certification running, a global supply chain tooled in advance. Against that, an engine family might sell a

few thousand units over thirty years. The arithmetic only closes because of the aftermarket: the sale is

the option, the service is the return [C6].

This  structure explains the industry’s  consolidation better  than any conspiracy.  At these stakes,  the

number of viable players is set by the number of airframer launch opportunities per decade, and there
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are only two large airframers. Every new engine must win a place on a Boeing or an Airbus (or now a

COMAC) programme; there are no other doors. The three houses survived because each holds at least

one anchor position; the alliances exist because even the houses cannot afford every bet at once [C4][C9].

The one clear  attempt to  break in from outside in  the modern era  — the international  consortium

behind the V2500,  assembled by five national industries — succeeded precisely by refusing to be a

startup: it pooled existing champions rather than defying them [C4].

The programme gamble

Each engine generation is a portfolio of bets placed a decade before the market speaks. The RB211 bet on

three shafts and composite fan blades; the composite failed, the shafts triumphed, and the company

died winning [H9]. The geared turbofan bet on the gearbox and won the architecture while losing years

to the powder-metal crisis [S2][C3]. The open fan bets on unducted propulsion a second time, with the

1980s’ failure filed as data [F1][H12]. There is no safe option: betting nothing is how engine companies

become heritage brands. The industry’s culture of understatement comes from this — every confident

sentence in an engine brochure is collateral against a ten-billion-dollar position.

C H A p t e R  7 4

The Certification State

No engine flies paying passengers until a state says so, and the saying-so is an industry of its own. The

type certificate — issued by the FAA in the United States, EASA in Europe, and their peers elsewhere —

is  the  engine’s  passport:  a  finding  that  the  design  meets  every  applicable  requirement  of  the

airworthiness code, demonstrated by analysis and by test. The test campaign of chapter twenty-eight is

the visible tip; beneath it lie thousands of documents: every part’s material pedigree, every failure mode

analysed, every software line of the FADEC verified to standards written after disasters [S3][G1].

The certification state is conservative by design, and its conservatism is the passenger’s friend and the

innovator’s burden. New materials wait years for allowables databases; new architectures like the open

fan must negotiate with requirements written for ducted engines [F1]; a changed washer can trigger

months of paperwork. The system’s logic was forged by the Comet [H6]: the state no longer accepts “we

tested it  and it  held” but demands “show us every way it  could fail,  and the evidence that each is

controlled.” Fail-safe design, damage tolerance, mandatory inspections — the whole philosophy is the

institutionalised memory of accidents.

The system is also, at present, strained. Certification resources are finite; the regulators’ own capacity

became a public question after the 737 MAX accidents, which were aeroplane rather than engine stories

but shook the entire certification compact. Engine programmes now plan certification earlier and staff it

deeper than a generation ago. And the coming architectures — hydrogen, open fans, hybrid-electric —

will require new codes written at the speed of engineering, a negotiation already underway between the

houses, the airframers and the authorities [F1][F3]. The certification state is the industry’s least visible

institution and, in the long run, its most productive one: it is where the price of the fire’s containment is

negotiated, in public, before the fact.
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C H A p t e R  7 5

The Chinese Question

Every account of the modern industry eventually faces the same question: will China break the three-

house order? The country has everything the entry-cost chapter says is required except the accumulated

history: state commitment measured in decades, a vast domestic market, an airframer (COMAC) with a

narrow-body in  service,  and  an  engine  house,  AECC,  formed by  merging  the  national  aero-engine

efforts. The CJ-1000A, a high-bypass turbofan intended for the C919, is in development and testing as

this book is written [C7][H12].

The honest assessment is open, and this book leaves it open. The historical evidence cuts both ways. On

one side: the Soviet Union, starting from copied Nenes, built a complete indigenous industry within a

generation [H10]; China’s resources dwarf what the Soviet Union could bring to bear, and its fighter

engines have progressed from imported Russian cores toward domestic designs. On the other side: a

commercial engine is harder than a fighter engine in the ways that matter most here — reliability over

tens of thousands of hours, fuel burn measured against the world’s best, a global support network —

and those are precisely the things that cannot be bought, copied or mandated, only accumulated [C7]

[C1].  The  powder-metal  crisis  shows  that  even  the  established  houses,  with  seventy  years  of

accumulated process knowledge, can be undone by the invisible joints [C3].

What seems safe to say is this: the question is not whether China will field certifiable domestic engines

— it will — but when its engines will be competitive enough that airlines choose them against the LEAP

and its successors on economics alone, and what the geopolitics of supply will do to that choice in the

meantime. The industry’s next thirty years will be shaped by the answer, and by the parallel question of

whether the Western houses’ supply chains, already stretched [C7], can serve two aviation worlds or

must choose. Label this paragraph as what it is: a forecast, made in November 2026, from evidence that

is still arriving.

C H A p t e R  7 6

The Quiet Partners

The industry’s map is usually drawn with three houses, but a more honest map shows a dozen, and the

difference matters. Safran is half of CFM International, the most successful engine entity ever [C4]; MTU

of Germany earns €7.5 billion a year owning slices of other people’s programmes, with a backlog of

€28.6 billion that says the slices are compounding [C9];  the Japanese aero-engine companies — IHI,

Kawasaki, Mitsubishi Heavy Industries — have carried shares of international programmes for half a

century,  contributing  compressor  and turbine  modules  and manufacturing  discipline;  Avio  of  Italy

supplies gears and combustors across the GE catalogue [C4][C9][C7].

The partner model works because it divides the bet by capability rather than geography. A modern

engine programme assigns  its  modules  to  whoever  is  best  at  each:  the  partner  that  owns the  low-
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pressure turbine owns it across generations, accumulating exactly the history the entry-cost chapter says

cannot be bought. The system spreads money and risk, but it also spreads competence, and that is why

new  national  entrants  face  not  three  competitors  but  a  network:  the  relevant  comparison  for  any

aspiring engine nation is the installed, cumulative module experience of the whole alliance web [C7]

[C9].

There is a quiet diplomatic dimension too. Programme shares follow trade policy; offset agreements

move work with sales; the engine alliance between America and France survived every quarrel of the

last fifty years because CFM was too valuable to both to sacrifice [C4]. The jet engine, sold to the world

as a machine, functions among its makers as a treaty — and treaties, like turbines, are held together by

exactly the right distribution of stress.

C H A p t e R  7 7

The Engine Doctor

What actually happens when an engine comes off the wing? The overhaul visit is the industry’s central

ritual, the event its economics are built around, and it deserves a walkthrough. The engine arrives at the

shop and is first tested or triaged: its service history and sensor records — the digital twin’s file [C6] —

tell  the doctors where to look.  Then it  is  stripped,  module by module:  fan,  compressor,  combustor,

turbines, each part cleaned and measured against its drawing. Blades go under fluorescent penetrant

and the microscope for cracks; discs are inspected with ultrasound and eddy currents, because the disc

is the part that must never fail; dimensions are checked for the slow growth of creep and wear [C6][S4].

Then comes  the  judgement  that  makes  the  business:  repair,  replace,  or  return.  A blade  with  worn

coating can be stripped, re-coated, re-tipped and returned; a disc past its life limit is scrapped without

appeal;  a  module below standard may be replaced with a  used-serviceable one from the teardown

market [C8]. The engine is reassembled with its renewed parts, balanced, and run on the test stand

against its original performance guarantees. The visit costs anywhere from a few hundred thousand to

several million dollars, takes weeks to months, and buys another tour of duty measured in years [C6].

The shop visit is also where the reliability statistics are manufactured. Every failure found at teardown

is  fed  back:  into  inspection  bulletins,  into  design  changes,  into  the  twin’s  models.  The  engine  that

returns  to  the  wing  is  in  a  real  sense  newer  than  the  one  that  left  the  factory,  because  it  carries

everything the fleet has learned since [C6][S3]. The industry’s quiet miracle — machines improving with

age — happens here, one stripped turbine at a time.

C H A p t e R  7 8

The Price of a Blade
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Follow one part through the industry’s pricing, because one part contains it. A high-pressure turbine

blade  for  a  modern  wide-body  begins  as  a  bar  of  superalloy  whose  constituents  — nickel,  cobalt,

chromium, aluminium, tantalum, rhenium — are traded on metals markets and audited to their mines.

It is cast in a vacuum furnace as a single crystal, at a yield that rejects a share of every batch; machined

by grinding, because it cannot be cut; drilled with hundreds of cooling holes by laser and electrode;

coated in ceramic; inspected by ultrasound, X-ray and the human eye; and given a serial number that

will follow it for life [S4][C7].

The price that results — thousands to tens of thousands of dollars for a part the size of a finger — is not

extravagance but accounting: the blade is the insurance premium on the disc, the engine, the aeroplane

and the schedule. An engine holds hundreds of such blades, each replaced on condition over decades of

shop visits, and the annuity of Part Five is made of them [C6]. When the industry’s journalists report

that a scrapped six-year-old A321neo is being parted out for its engines because GTF spares command

perhaps twenty million dollars [C8], they are reporting the price of blades, compounded.

The blade also concentrates the supply chain’s fragility. Only a handful of foundries worldwide can

grow  aviation  single  crystals  at  scale;  the  consultants  mapping  the  casting-and-forging  sector  find

capacity  tight  and  lead  times  long  [C7].  A  turbine  blade  is  thus  three  things  at  once:  a  jewel  of

metallurgy, a financial instrument, and a bottleneck. The jet engine’s economics can be summarised as

the discipline of making fingers of alloy carry towns of power, and charging accordingly [S4][C6].

C H A p t e R  7 9

The Engine Wars

The industry’s tournaments are the engine competitions, and the greatest of the modern era was the

fight to power the Boeing 777 in the early 1990s. Three houses, one aeroplane, and the launch airlines

playing them against each other for terms no previous generation had seen: guarantees not just of price

but of fuel burn, reliability, noise and maintenance cost, with money back when the numbers missed.

GE won the exclusive position on the later, heavier 777 variants with the GE90 — a decision that made

the composite fan blade standard and set the wide-body market’s shape for twenty-five years [S3][G1].

The pattern of these wars is stable: the airframer wants at least two engines to keep each honest; the

airlines want three; the engine makers want exclusivity and pay for it with launch terms that can eat a

programme’s early profits. The wars are fought by small teams over years, in hotel suites and technical

audits,  with test-stand data as the ammunition,  and they are decided as much on the terms of the

annuity as on the quality of the machine — who guarantees what, at what rate per flying hour, with

whose spares pool [C6][H8].

The wars’ public face is the order announcement; their private consequence is the decade of engineering

that follows, because a won competition is a promise the test stand must keep. The RB211 was won and

nearly lost Rolls-Royce [H9]; the GE90 was won and remade GE’s civil business [S3]; the LEAP/GTF

split of the narrow-body market was won by both and is being repriced by the powder crisis [C3][C8]. In

the engine wars, victory is the beginning of the expense.
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C H A p t e R  8 0

The Engine at the Airshow

Twice a year the industry performs itself at the great airshows, Paris and Farnborough alternating, and

the performance is worth decoding because it  is where the engine wars meet the public.  The order

announcements are choreographed for the show week; the numbers quoted are list prices that nobody

pays; the memoranda outnumber the firm contracts, and both are ammunition in the negotiations that

continue long after the flying display ends [C1][C2].

The engine makers’ presence at the shows has its own grammar. The full-scale fan blade on the stand;

the  cutaway  showing  the  three  shafts;  the  measured  statements  about  test  progress,  calibrated  to

reassure launch customers without arming rivals. The show is also where the annuities are sold: the

total-care packages, the rate-per-hour deals, the spare-pool memberships, negotiated in the chalets above

the runway while the aeroplanes perform below [C6][H8].

It is easy to be cynical about the theatre, and the theatre is real. But the airshow order book is also the

industry’s one public scoreboard, and it has a crude honesty: over the years, the engines that win the

shows are the engines that kept their test-stand promises, and the market’s memory is long. The RB211’s

ghost and the GTF’s crisis both live in that memory, and every launch customer reads it [H9][C3].

C H A p t e R  8 1

The Other Half of the Fire

The engine has an inseparable twin industry, and it refines oil. Jet fuel is the middle of the barrel, the cut

between petrol and diesel,  and its supply is a global system of refineries, pipelines, tank farms and

hydrants  that  must  deliver,  to  every airport,  a  product  meeting one of  the tightest  specifications in

commerce: freeze point, flash point, energy content, cleanliness, water and sulphur limits, every batch

traced [S6][W2]. The volumes are vast: the world’s airlines burned about 7.9 million barrels a day at the

2019 peak, collapsed to 4.7 million in the pandemic year, and recovered toward 7.4 million in 2024 [W2].

The economics bind the industries together. Fuel is the airline’s largest or second-largest cost, and its

price  sets  the  value  of  every  efficiency  gain  this  book  has  chronicled:  each  engine  generation’s

improvement  is,  in  effect,  repriced  with  every  move  of  the  crude  market.  The  1980s  open-fan

programme died when oil fell [H12]; the modern efficiency race runs hot because carbon policy now

taxes what oil markets once did alone [E2]. The fuel suppliers, for their part, are becoming blenders:

sustainable aviation fuel enters the same hydrant system as a drop-in component, and the specification

that kept the fire standardised for seventy years is the platform on which the decarbonisation chapter

must be built [E3][E2].

The specification deserves a final word, because it is a quiet masterpiece of industrial coordination. Any

certified  fuel,  from  any  refinery,  in  any  country,  burns  safely  in  any  certified  engine.  That

interoperability — like the gauges of railways — is invisible when it works, which is always, and it is
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among the reasons five billion passengers a year can be carried without a thought for what is in the tank

[S6][W1].

C H A p t e R  8 2

The Accountant’s Engine

To the finance office, an engine is a stream of numbers with a machine attached, and the machine’s

design  shows  the  accountants’  hand  as  surely  as  the  aerodynamicists’.  The  engine  is  built  to  be

maintained: split into modules so that only the sick part comes off; fitted with borescope ports so its

insides  can  be  examined on the  wing;  life-limited  in  parts  whose  replacement  dates  are  known at

purchase; instrumented so its value’s consumption can be metered [C6][S3].

The financial statements tell the result. The engine maker’s revenue is front-loaded into losses or break-

evens on new units  and back-loaded into decades of  parts  and service;  the airline’s  accounts show

engines as assets depreciating against shop-visit provisions; the lessor’s show engines as rent-producing

collateral whose value depends on records — an engine without its paperwork is worth a fraction of

itself, and the traceability of every life-limited part is a financial instrument’s audit trail [C6][C8].

The GTF crisis read differently in each of these books: the maker’s three-billion-dollar charge [C3], the

airline’s  grounded  capacity,  the  lessor’s  windfall  lease  rates  [C8].  One  machine,  three  ledgers.  The

accountant’s engine is not a corruption of the engineer’s; it is the same engine, seen in the units that

decide whether the next one gets built [C6][C1].

C H A p t e R  8 3

The Counter of Hours

The engine’s life is counted two ways, and the difference runs the economics. Flight hours measure time

in the air; flight cycles measure takeoffs, and it is the cycle, not the hour, that ages the hot parts: every

takeoff is a full  excursion of temperature and stress,  every landing a cool-down, and the creep and

fatigue of Part Three accumulate per excursion. An engine on long-haul sees one cycle per ten hours; an

engine on island-hopping sees six cycles in the same time, and it will need its shop visit years sooner

[C6].

The two counters price everything downstream. Lease rates are quoted against cycle-hour ratios; the

life-limited parts — the discs whose dates cannot be extended at any price — run out by cycles; the

power-by-the-hour contract’s rates are actuarial tables of expected excursions [C6][C8]. The industry’s

most misunderstood statistic, engine life, resolves into these two counters: an engine does not have a life;

it has a budget of hours and a budget of cycles, and it spends them at the rate its operator’s network

dictates [C6].
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The counters also explain the pandemic chapter’s strangest arithmetic: parked aeroplanes consumed

neither  hours  nor  cycles,  but  preservation  cost  money  and  the  parts’  calendar  life  ticked  on.  The

morning-after world of backed-up shops [C6] is the counters’ revenge: the cycles were only deferred,

and they came due together [C8].

The calendar and The hangar

Between the hours and the cycles sits a third counter the headlines ignore: calendar time. Seals dry, oils

age, corrosion begins its slow work in coastal salt and industrial air, and an engine parked for a season

comes back to the shop needing work that no flight ever demanded of it [C6]. The pandemic taught the

industry the size of the calendar bill at fleet scale: thousands of engines preserved, wrapped, inhibited

and periodically  motored,  each  consuming  maintenance  attention  while  earning  nothing,  and  each

returning to service with a backlog entry that the shops are still digesting years later [C6][C8]. A stored

engine is not a paused engine; it is an engine spending a different budget, quietly, at the hangar’s rates

[C6].

The  three  counters  together  explain  why  engine  economics  resist  the  simple  metric.  Two  identical

engines, serial numbers apart, can be worth figures that differ by millions because one flew long thin

sectors from a dry inland base and the other flew short rotations through sea air; the logbooks, not the

nameplate, carry the value [C6]. This is why the records of chapter twenty-two are as valuable as the

metal,  and why an engine with a gap in its paperwork is discounted before anyone inspects it:  the

counters  are  the  engine’s  biography,  and  a  missing  chapter  in  a  biography  is  presumed  to  hide

something [C6][C8].
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S T A T I O N  4 ,  A G A I N

HOTTER, LIGHTER, STRANGER

Return to the fire. The frontiers of the engine are all at station 4 and beyond:

hotter metal, ceramic that is not metal, air that is no longer the working

fluid, and fire that is no longer a steady flame.

STATION READING — Ceramic-matrix composites operate around

2,400°F where the best alloys surrender near 2,000°F, at a third of the

weight [S3]. Single-crystal turbine blades grow as one grain, no

boundaries, doped with rhenium [S4]. Over 14,000 LEAP engines sold,

more than $200 billion at list [S3].
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C H A p t e R  8 4

The Single Crystal and the Ceramic

The turbine blade of a modern wide-body engine is the most intensively engineered object in routine

manufacture, and it is, in the strictest sense, a jewel: a single crystal of nickel superalloy, grown from the

melt in a vacuum furnace,  atom by atom onto a seed, until  the whole blade — root,  stalk,  aerofoil,

internal cooling labyrinth and all — is one continuous lattice with no grain boundaries anywhere. Grain

boundaries  are  where  creep  begins;  remove  them  and  the  blade  holds  its  shape  under  loads  and

temperatures that would stretch ordinary metal like toffee [S4].

The  path  here  took  forty  years,  and  it  is  worth  tracing  because  it  shows  how the  engine  actually

advances:  not  by leaps but  by the patient  elimination of  the weakest  microstructural  link.  The first

blades were wrought, hammered from alloy bar; then precision casting allowed complex shapes and

internal passages; then directional solidification aligned the grains along the blade’s stress axis, so that

no boundary crossed the load; then the single crystal removed the boundaries altogether [S4]. Each step

bought perhaps thirty degrees Celsius of turbine inlet temperature, and each degree bought thrust or

efficiency or life. The alloys themselves became periodic-table cocktails — nickel with chromium, cobalt,

aluminium, titanium, tantalum, tungsten, molybdenum, hafnium, and the rare-earth-priced rhenium

and ruthenium — their compositions guarded like recipes and their supply chains audited to the mine

[S4][C7].

Over the metal goes the coating: yttria-stabilised zirconia, a ceramic skin a fraction of a millimetre thick,

sprayed  or  vapour-deposited,  insulating  the  alloy  from  gas  several  hundred  degrees  above  its

comfortable limit [S4]. The blade is thus a system: crystal for strength, labyrinth for cooling, film of air

for shielding, ceramic skin for insulation — four defences, each alone insufficient, together holding back

the fire for tens of thousands of hours.

The ceramic ThaT is noT a coaTing

The newest step changes the material of the part itself. Ceramic-matrix composites — silicon-carbide

fibres in a silicon-carbide matrix — hold their strength around 2,400 degrees Fahrenheit, roughly 400

degrees  beyond  the  best  superalloys,  at  one-third  the  density  [S3].  GE’s  engineers  describe  the

development wryly: ceramics are strong but brittle, and the trick was to make a ceramic that fails like a

composite, fibre by fibre, rather than like a coffee cup. The LEAP engine carries CMC shrouds in its

high-pressure turbine, the first structural ceramic parts in a production aero engine, and with more than

14,000  LEAP  engines  sold  the  ceramics  have  entered  airline  service  at  scale  [S3].  The  laboratory

successors aim at blades and nozzles; the long-term promise is engines that run hotter still with less

cooling air, and cooling air, remember, is the tax every degree of temperature exacts.

The frontier has a cost structure, and it is honest to name it. Rhenium is among the rarest elements in

the crust; CMCs are made in small volumes by processes that resist mass production; a single-crystal
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furnace grows parts at the speed of geology. Each new material buys performance with scarcity, and the

supply-chain chapter of Part Five is the economic shadow of this metallurgical one [S4][C7].

A turbine blade in the style of a technical plate: single crystal, cooling holes, ceramic skin. Illustration, not an engineering drawing.

making The ceramic Work

The CMC’s manufacture is  as distinctive as its  properties.  Silicon-carbide fibres,  finer than hair,  are

woven into  cloth;  the  cloth  is  shaped into  the  part;  and the  matrix  is  grown around the  fibres  by

chemical  vapour  infiltration  —  gas  carrying  silicon  and  carbon  seeping  through  the  weave  and

depositing, layer by layer, until the spaces between fibres are filled. The result is a ceramic that cannot

shatter like a plate: a crack meeting a fibre is deflected along the fibre’s coating, the fibres pull out and

bridge,  and  the  part  degrades  gradually  instead  of  failing  at  once  — the  property  GE’s  engineers

demonstrated  by  smashing  samples  for  the  cameras  [S3].  The  shroud was  chosen  as  the  first  part

because it is static: the rotating blade, carrying centrifugal load as well as heat, is the harder prize, and

the research lines at all three houses are working toward it [S3][S4].

C H A p t e R  8 5

The Military Line
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Military  engines  live  by  different  trade-offs,  and  their  history  runs  alongside  the  civil  story  like  a

shadow architecture. The fighter wants thrust per unit weight and per unit frontal area, instantaneous

response,  and the ability  to  be  thrown around the sky;  the  civil  engine wants  efficiency,  quiet  and

longevity. The fighter therefore keeps its bypass ratio low — a thin stream of bypass air for cooling and a

little efficiency, not the civil engine’s fat ten-to-one — and it adds a device the civil world discarded: the

afterburner, a second fire lit in the exhaust, fuel sprayed straight into the hot stream behind the turbine,

roughly doubling thrust at a ruinous fuel rate for the few minutes it matters [S1].

The  extremes  of  the  line  are  instructive.  The  SR-71  Blackbird’s  Pratt  &  Whitney  J58  was,  in  the

Smithsonian’s phrase, a machine that became more ramjet than turbojet as it approached Mach 3.2: at

full speed most of its thrust came from air that bypassed the core entirely, compressed by the inlet’s own

geometry,  and  the  engine  ran  continuously  in  afterburner,  cruising  on  its  second  fire  [M2].  The

Concorde’s Olympus 593, the civil world’s one supersonic engine, achieved the same trick more politely:

sixty per cent of its intake compression at Mach 2 came from the inlet,  not the compressor,  and its

thermal efficiency in cruise was the highest of any engine of its era [H9][H12].

The adapTive engine

The current frontier is the adaptive-cycle engine, whose trick is a third stream of air that can be opened

or closed in flight, letting one engine behave like a low-bypass fighter engine for combat and a higher-

bypass cruise engine for the long transit home. GE’s XA102 completed its detailed design review in

February 2025, and the rival XA103 is on the same road; both are products of a programme aimed at the

next generation of American combat aircraft [M4]. The adaptive engine is, in a sense, the compressor

chapter’s  variable-geometry  logic  extended  to  the  whole  machine:  an  engine  that  changes  its

architecture in flight. Whether the American budget will actually buy it is, as this book goes to press, an

open question, and it is flagged as such [M4].

The military line also feeds the civil one, as it has since the W.1 crossed the Atlantic in 1941 [H1]. The J57

that powered the 707 was a bomber engine; the F101 of the B-1 bomber became the core of the CFM56

[C4]; the hot-section technology of every civil engine traces to military research. The two lines are one

technology with two temperaments.

The fifTh generaTion’s engines

The  current  military  main  line  runs  through  two  engines  this  book  has  not  yet  named.  Pratt  &

Whitney’s F119, for the F-22, married high thrust-to-weight with supercruise — sustained supersonic

flight without afterburner, the J58’s trick made tactical [M2]. Its F135, for the F-35, is the most powerful

fighter  engine  ever  fielded,  and  its  lift-system  variant  drives  the  short-takeoff-and-vertical-landing

model — the turboshaft chapter’s shaft-power idea turned to balancing an aeroplane on its own column

of air.  Both engines’  hot sections feed the civil  state of the art,  as the J57’s once did [H7][M4].  The

adaptive XA102 and XA103 are their announced successors in concept: same manufacturer duel, one

architecture generation on [M4].
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C H A p t e R  8 6

Engines Without Compressors

Take the compressor and turbine away, and what remains is the purest jet engine of all: the ramjet, a

shaped duct in which the vehicle’s own speed rams the air to pressure. It has no moving parts, and it

cannot work standing still: it must be carried to speed before its fire can light. Above about Mach 3 it

becomes superb, because the ram compression is free and the machinery of the turbojet is just dead

weight; the SR-71’s J58 spent its life becoming one [M2]. Below that speed it is useless, and so the ramjet

has lived in missiles and target drones, always carried to its working regime by something else.

The scramjet pushes the idea to its limit: combustion in a supersonic airflow, the fire burning in a wind

that itself moves faster than sound. The physics is brutal — the residence time of a fuel molecule in the

combustor is measured in milliseconds — and the machines are research craft, not products. NASA’s

X-43A, dropped from a B-52 and boosted by a rocket, reached Mach 9.6 in November 2004, the fastest

air-breathing  flight  ever  made  [M3].  Two  decades  later  the  scramjet  remains  what  it  was  then:  a

demonstrated  physics,  awaiting  a  mission  that  justifies  its  costs.  The  honest  assessment  is  that

hypersonic air-breathing propulsion is real, expensive, and searching for its application [M3].

The roTaTing fire

A third departure changes not the flow path but the fire itself. The rotating detonation engine replaces

the combustor’s steady flame with a continuous explosion: a shock-coupled flame front chasing itself

endlessly around an annular channel, consuming fuel at detonation speed. The thermodynamic promise

is real — detonation adds heat at nearly constant volume, a fundamentally more efficient process than

the  Brayton  cycle’s  constant  pressure  —  and  in  May  2025  Venus  Aerospace  flew  a  small  rotating-

detonation rocket engine in the United States, describing it as the first American flight of the concept

[M5]. Whether the rotating fire can be tamed into a durable, certifiable, economical engine is unproven;

the claim here is labelled as a company announcement and the technology as experimental [M5]. It is

included not because it will certainly matter, but because the history of this industry teaches humility

about which laboratory fires become the world’s engines: in 1937, the WU itself was a frightening shriek

on a test stand [H3].

air-breaThing To mach Ten

The ramjet’s promise is the Brayton cycle without its rotating machinery: let the flight speed itself do the

compressing,  burn fuel  in  the duct,  and throw the result  out  of  the back.  The promise is  real  and

conditional. Below about Mach three there is not enough ram to compress usefully; above about Mach

five the inlet  must slow the air  to subsonic speed for combustion,  and the temperature rise of  that

slowing taxes the materials as hard as any turbine; so the supersonic-combustion ramjet — the scramjet

—  keeps  the  core  flow  supersonic  and  pays  for  it  with  a  mixing  and  burning  problem  that  has

consumed research  budgets  for  half  a  century  [M3].  The  scramjet’s  combustion  chamber  has  been

compared to lighting a match in a hurricane; the comparison is generous to the hurricane [M3].

The X-43A’s record flights in 2004 — Mach 6.8 and then Mach 9.6, each for seconds, dropped from a B-52

and boosted by a rocket — remain the landmark proof that a scramjet can produce net thrust in flight
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[M3]. The X-51A later stretched the burning time to minutes; missile programmes have since carried the

technology toward service, mostly classified, always rocket-assisted to reach the speed where the air-

breathing part can begin [M3][H12]. The rotating detonation engine of chapter twenty-five is the same

ambition  from  a  different  direction:  hold  the  combustion,  change  the  machine  [M5].  None  of  this

displaces the turbine in its own territory — the ramjet family owns the thin band of the sky above Mach

four  where  turbines  cannot  survive,  and  the  turbine  owns  everything  beneath  it,  and  the  border

between them has been stable for sixty years [M3][M2].

What the ramjet lineage gave the turbine world, beyond missiles and records, is a culture of inlet and

exhaust aerodynamics that the supersonic transport era badly needed and the stealth era used heavily:

the art of slowing air without spilling it, and of shaping an exhaust without showing it [M2][M3]. The

SR-71’s J58, which behaved increasingly like a ramjet as it approached Mach 3.2, is the bridge machine: a

turbojet whose inlet did most of the compressing at cruise, pointing at the border from the turbine side

[M2]. The fire, at the edge of its envelope, stops needing wheels at all [M3].

C H A p t e R  8 7

The Open Question of the Open Fan

The next civil engine, if the industry’s plans hold, looks like a step backwards and is in fact the furthest

step  forward  in  decades.  CFM  International’s  RISE  programme  —  Revolutionary  Innovation  for

Sustainable  Engines  — targets  more  than twenty  per  cent  better  fuel  efficiency than today’s  LEAP

engines, with an open fan: two rows of swept composite blades, unducted, driven by a core descended

from the LEAP, aimed at service in the second half of the 2030s. The programme has accumulated on the

order of five hundred test campaigns, and Airbus has flown wind-tunnel work on integration, most

recently publicised in May 2025 [F1][F2].

The open fan revives the propeller chapter with everything the turbofan era learned. Bypass ratio, the

great lever of efficiency, has been limited by the duct itself: a bigger fan needs a bigger nacelle, and the

nacelle’s drag and weight eventually eat the fan’s gain. Remove the duct and the bypass ratio can reach

fifteen,  twenty,  beyond — the  fan  becomes  an  advanced  propeller,  and  the  engine  approaches  the

theoretical efficiency of pushing the whole sky gently [F1]. The price is everything the duct provided:

noise shielding, blade-containment, rain and bird management, and the public’s sense of what an engine

looks like. The industry tried once before, in the 1980s oil crisis, when GE’s unducted fan flew on test

aeroplanes and proved the fuel burn, then died when oil prices fell and airlines declined the novelty

[H12].  RISE is the second attempt,  with better blades,  better acoustics,  better computation — and a

regulatory environment that now prices carbon, which the 1980s did not [F1][E2].

The verdict is genuinely open, and this book declines to close it. The physics favours the open fan; the

certification  path,  the  passenger’s  window  view  of  spinning  blades,  and  the  airlines’  risk  appetite

remain to be convinced [F1][F2].
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The open fan’s ariThmeTic

The RISE programme’s proposition is a bypass ratio that the nacelle gave up on. A ducted fan grows

heavier as it grows: the cowl, the thrust reverser, the pylon structure all scale with diameter, and past a

certain size the drag and weight of the duct eat the propulsive gain of the fan inside it. Remove the duct

and  the  fan  can  grow  until  the  propeller’s  old  problems  return  —  noise,  tip  speed,  blade  failure

containment — and the RISE demonstrator is a bet that modern aerodynamics and materials can retire

those problems at twenty-per-cent better fuel burn than the LEAP [F1]. The bet has a pedigree: the

unducted fan demonstrators of the late 1980s flew and were shelved when oil prices fell and the noise

proved stubborn; RISE’s claim is that forty years of computation, composite blades and acoustic design

change the outcome, not the concept [F1][S2].

The programme’s practical markers are the ones to watch. Ground and flight demonstration on an A380

testbed under the CFM partnership’s plan, with Airbus’s own open-fan studies running in parallel [F2];

the durability question of  fan blades with no casing between them and the world;  the certification

question of what a blade-off event means when there is no ring to catch the blade [F1]. None of these is a

physics objection; all of them are the expensive kind of question that takes a decade of test to answer,

which is why the programme’s mid-2030s service target should be read as an estimate with honest error

bars [F1][F2]. The industry’s memory of the last open-rotor round is long, and the programme’s own

communications are careful — correctly so, because the alternative to care is the 1980s’ mistake repeated

at twenty-first-century prices [F1].

If  the open fan works,  the arithmetic  of  chapter twenty-one — the fan as the engine’s  main act  —

completes itself: the ratio stops being a number inside a duct and becomes the whole machine, a turbine

core reduced to the role of a generator for a propeller. If it does not, the geared ducted fan carries the

same arithmetic as far as the nacelle allows, and the five-per-cent-per-generation grind continues [F1]

[S2]. Either way, the direction of forty years is unchanged: more air, slower, around a core that gets

smaller, hotter and more expensive to make [S3][F1].

C H A p t e R  8 8

The Carbon Reckoning

The jet engine’s fuel has been kerosene since the beginning, for reasons of physics and infrastructure

that chapter eleven laid out, and that single fact is the industry’s climate problem. Aviation contributes

roughly two to three per cent of global carbon emissions, and unlike ground transport it has no battery

alternative at scale: kerosene stores forty-three megajoules per kilogram [S6], and the best batteries store

barely a hundredth of that per kilogram of pack. For long-haul flight, the hydrocarbon molecule is, for

now, physics’ answer.

The industry’s responses sort into three families, and it is honest to report the state of each. The first is

sustainable aviation fuel: hydrocarbons made from waste oils, agricultural residues, or synthesised from

captured carbon and hydrogen, chemically close enough to kerosene to burn in today’s engines — the

drop-in solution. It works; the engines run on it today at blends up to fifty per cent by certification and

Chapter  88

92



higher in tests. The problem is arithmetic: SAF supplied well under one per cent of the fuel burned in

the  record  traffic  year  of  2024  [E3],  production  capacity  is  years  behind  mandates,  and  costs  run

multiples of fossil kerosene. The second family is hydrogen, either burned in turbines or fed to fuel cells.

Rolls-Royce ran an AE 2100-A turboprop on hydrogen in November 2022, a world first for a modern

aero engine [F3]; Airbus pursued a hydrogen airliner concept for 2035, then in February 2025 postponed

the  programme,  citing  infrastructure  and technology maturity  [F4].  Hydrogen burns  cleanly  but  is

bulky: its energy per litre is a quarter of kerosene’s, and the tanks reshape the aeroplane. The third

family is electric and hybrid flight, real for small aircraft on short routes and physically implausible for a

wide-body over an ocean; batteries improve, but the hundred-fold gap does not close on any honest

extrapolation [E3].

The  likeliest  path,  and  here  the  book  forecasts  and  labels  the  forecast:  kerosene-derived  fuels,

increasingly synthetic, burned in ever-more-efficient engines, for the great mass of long-haul flying well

past  mid-century;  hydrogen and batteries  finding the  niches  their  physics  fits;  and the  pressure  of

carbon pricing — through CORSIA, the ICAO offsetting scheme now phasing into force [E2] — steadily

revaluing efficiency itself. The jet engine’s eighth decade of development will be shaped less by thrust

than by carbon,  and the  engine  makers’  own roadmaps — open fans,  adaptive  cycles,  ceramic  hot

sections — already bend that way [F1][S3].

The fuel paThWays

Sustainable aviation fuel is not one fuel but a family of certified pathways, and the distinctions matter

for any honest forecast. HEFA — hydroprocessed esters and fatty acids, from used cooking oil, tallow

and similar feedstocks — is today’s workhorse: proven, certified to fifty-per-cent blends, and limited by

the world’s supply of waste fats. Alcohol-to-jet and Fischer-Tropsch routes from agricultural residues

widen the feedstock at higher cost;  power-to-liquid — synthesised from captured carbon and green

hydrogen — is the pathway without a feedstock ceiling and with the steepest price. All of them burn in

today’s engines without modification, which is the whole point of the drop-in strategy: the fire need not

change, only its diet [E3][E2]. The arithmetic of chapter twenty-eight stands: the pathways exist,  the

blends are certified, and the supply in 2024 covered well under one per cent of burn [E3]. Closing the

gap is  a build-out problem of refineries and feedstocks,  not an engine problem — and it  is  priced,

mandated and lagging all at once [E2].

C H A p t e R  8 9

The Test Stand

Before an engine may carry passengers, it must survive a ritual of destruction that has no parallel in

other industries. The certification campaign of a new engine type occupies years and dozens of test

articles, and its set-pieces are famous inside the trade. The bird strike test fires bird carcasses into the

running fan from a cannon — the requirement descends directly from accidents, and modern engines

must swallow multiple birds and keep making thrust. The water test floods the inlet at rates beyond the

worst recorded storm. The ice test builds ice on the inlet and sheds it into the fan. The blade-off test
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sacrifices a fan blade at full power into the containment case. And the endurance running grinds on for

thousands of hours: cycles of takeoff, cruise, descent, until the engine has lived several lives in the cell

[S3][S1].

The test stand is also where the engine’s secrets are learned. Altitude chambers simulate the thin cold of

the stratosphere; sea-level cells ingest sand and ash; spin pits whirl rotors to destruction to map their

margins. GE’s publicity for its ceramic composites shows engineers smashing CMC and metal parts to

compare their failures [S3] — a ritual as old as the WU’s first terrifying run in 1937, when Whittle’s

engine wound itself to eight thousand rpm with its fuel valve closed and taught its makers, in one

minute, what control of a gas turbine really meant [H3]. Every generation of the machine is born the

same way: deliberately frightened, in a cell, before it is trusted with a wing.

C H A p t e R  9 0

Printed Fire

The newest change in how engines are made is additive manufacturing: parts built up layer by layer

from powder,  melted by laser  or  electron beam, rather  than cut  from solid or  cast  in  moulds.  The

emblematic part is the LEAP’s fuel nozzle: formerly an assembly of about twenty pieces, now a single

printed component, lighter, more durable, with internal passages that could not be machined at any

price [S3]. The nozzle is a small part with a large meaning: additive manufacturing first conquered the

combustor because the combustor is where complex internal geometry pays most.

The  promise  extends  in  two  directions.  Toward  the  cold  end,  printed  titanium  and  aluminium

structures simplify brackets, ducts and cases by the hundred; toward the hot end, the industry dreams

of printed single crystals and printed ceramics, geometries that grow their own cooling passages. The

constraint is certification: a printed part’s properties depend on the machine, the powder lot and the

build file, and the industry’s quality system, built for castings and forgings, is being rebuilt around the

printer [C7]. The casting-and-forging bottleneck of chapter twenty-three is part of the pressure here:

every printed part is one less part in the queue for a forge [C7][S3].

C H A p t e R  9 1

The Gear

The geared turbofan deserves its own chapter,  because its central component is  so ordinary and so

impossible. A reduction gearbox is the oldest trick in machinery; cars have them, drills have them. But

an aero-engine gearbox of the modern kind transmits the power of a small town — tens of thousands of

horsepower  — through teeth  the  size  of  a  hand’s  fingers,  at  input  speeds  of  tens  of  thousands  of

revolutions per minute, for twenty years, with a failure rate approaching zero, while adding as little

weight and loss as possible. The specific answer that worked is the star gear arrangement: a central sun

Chapter  90

94



gear driven by the turbine, a ring of planet-like star gears held fixed in their carrier, and the fan driven

by the outer ring; the load splits across many meshing teeth at once, so no single tooth carries the town

[S2].

The engineering obstacles were heat and precision. A gearbox at these powers converts even a fraction of

a per cent of loss into kilowatts of heat in a small box, and the oil system that cools it is a machine in

itself. And the whole engine flexes in flight — the fan gyroscopes in manoeuvres, the shafts bow — so

the  gearbox  must  hold  tooth  alignment  while  its  housing  moves.  Pratt  &  Whitney’s  development,

reported across two decades of trade coverage, was a campaign against these two enemies, fought with

squeezing-film damping, exotic tooth profiles and oil systems of heroic capacity [S2].

The Wager’s meaning

The gear’s payoff is the decoupling described in chapter thirteen: the fan turns slow, the turbine turns

fast,  and  both  live  at  their  best  point.  The  fuel-burn  gain  over  a  direct-drive  engine  of  the  same

generation  is  the  margin  that  won  the  architecture  thousands  of  orders,  and  Rolls-Royce’s  next-

generation Ultrafan adopts the same arrangement, which is the sincerest verdict the industry gives [S2]

[C2].  The  powder-metal  crisis  [C3]  has  complicated  the  wager’s  balance  sheet  without  refuting  its

physics: the discs that failed are not the gear, and the gear is not the discs. History will likely record the

GTF  as  two  stories  forced  to  share  a  name:  a  manufacturing  crisis  that  grounded  fleets,  and  an

architectural bet that changed them.

C H A p t e R  9 2

The Electric Border

At the edge of the jet engine’s domain a rival approach hums quietly: electric propulsion. Its physics is

excellent — an electric motor is light, efficient, reliable and silent compared to any heat engine — and its

problem is storage, the hundred-fold gap between kerosene’s forty-three megajoules per kilogram [S6]

and the practical battery pack. The gap partitions the market by mission, and the partition is where

honesty is needed.

For small aircraft on short hops — two to nineteen seats, a few hundred kilometres — batteries are

already workable,  and electric  trainers  and regional  demonstrators  are  flying;  hybrid arrangements,

where a gas turbine generates electricity for electric fans, extend the reach and put the turbine at its

most efficient point. For the single-aisle mainline and the wide-body, no credible storage technology

closes the gap on any published roadmap, and the serious programmes acknowledge it: the role of the

electric  in  large  aircraft  for  decades  will  be  hybrid  and  auxiliary  —  more-electric  engines  whose

generators replace bleed air and hydraulics, and turbogenerators for the emerging small-aircraft classes

— not replacement of the fire [E3][F1].

The jet engine’s makers are not resisting this border; they are settling it. Every large house runs electric

and hybrid programmes, the turbine and the motor are converging into integrated propulsion units, and

the likely mid-century aircraft is a negotiation between the two physics: hydrocarbon fire for energy,
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electric machines for distribution and control. The engine that results will still have stations 0 to 9 and a

fire in the middle; it will also have windings. This book’s subject is enlarged, not ended [F1][E2].

C H A p t e R  9 3

The Digital Twin

The newest member of the engine’s family of systems has no metal in it at all. The digital twin is the

engine’s simulation of itself: a model, fed by the aircraft’s sensors and the fleet’s accumulated history,

that tracks the actual condition of each individual engine — its erosion, its creep-consumed blade life,

its margins — and predicts its needs. Where the old maintenance world worked to calendar and cycle

limits — replace at so many hours, inspect at so many flights — the twin works to condition: this engine,

this blade set, this history of dusty airports and short sectors, needs its shop visit in March; that one can

run to October [C6][S3].

The economics  follow immediately.  An engine  removed early  wastes  life;  removed late,  it  risks  the

unscheduled removal that strands an aeroplane and costs an airline its schedule; the twin’s promise is

the exactly-timed removal, and its compounding benefit is fleet learning — every anomaly caught in one

engine sharpens the model for ten thousand siblings [C6]. The power-by-the-hour contract made the

engine maker the owner of reliability; the digital twin is the instrument panel of that ownership.

There is a design consequence too, and it closes a loop this book opened at the WU’s first run. Whittle

learned from a runaway engine on a test stand, at the cost of a fright [H3]; his successors learn from

millions of  flight hours flowing into models,  at  the cost  of  bandwidth.  The test  stand has not been

replaced — the certification chapter’s rituals remain — but it has been joined: the engine now develops

itself  in  service,  under  supervision,  and  the  industry’s  learning  curve,  already  the  steepest  in

manufacturing, steepened again [C6][F1].

C H A p t e R  9 4

The Hydrogen Engine Itself

Chapter twenty-eight weighed hydrogen as policy; this chapter weighs it as machinery, because burning

hydrogen in a turbine is an engineering problem with a shape all its own. The good news runs deep:

hydrogen ignites  easily  across  a  wide range of  mixtures,  burns fast  and clean of  soot,  and its  only

combustion product is water. The first runs are encouraging — Rolls-Royce’s AE 2100-A test in 2022

used a standard turboprop with a modified fuel system and made full power [F3]. The engine, in short,

does not object to hydrogen.

The difficulties gather in three places. The combustor must be redesigned for a faster, hotter flame: burn

hydrogen at kerosene temperatures and the nitrogen in the air still makes nitrogen oxides, so the flame

must  be  kept  lean  and cool  — precisely  the  direction  combustor  design was  already travelling  for
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emissions law [E1]. The fuel system must handle a cryogenic liquid at twenty degrees above absolute

zero or a gas at  seven hundred atmospheres:  pumps, valves and seals of a kind aviation has never

certified for the cabin class. And the aeroplane must carry the stuff: hydrogen’s energy per litre is a

quarter  of  kerosene’s,  so  the  tanks  are  four  times  the  volume,  and  volume  is  the  aeroplane’s  most

precious currency — which is why Airbus’s concepts reshaped the whole fuselage around them, and

why the programme’s 2025 postponement cited the whole system, tanks and airports and supply, not

the engine [F4].

The forecast, labelled as such: hydrogen turbines will fly commercially first where the mission forgives

the tanks — regional aircraft, short sectors, routes with a single fuel hub — and the engine itself will not

be the reason it takes time. The fire adapts in a decade; the infrastructure adapts in a generation [F3][F4]

[E3].

C H A p t e R  9 5

The Powder and the Press

The engine’s metals arrive in two great families of manufacture, and the families have chapters of their

own risk. Casting makes the shaped, intricate parts — blades, vanes, nozzles — by pouring alloy into

ceramic moulds; its high art is the single crystal of chapter twenty-four [S4]. Forging makes the parts

that carry the rotation’s whole load — discs, shafts, rings — by squeezing metal in presses among the

largest machines on Earth, refining the grain by work until it is dense, aligned and strong. Between the

families sits the powder route: alloy atomised to dust, sieved, compacted, forged — the finest grain of

all, and the route at the centre of the GTF crisis, because powder carries its whole production history

inside it, invisibly [C3].

Each family’s  failure mode writes a rule of  the industry.  Castings fail  by inclusion and misgrowth,

caught by X-ray and microscopy; forgings fail by hidden flaw, caught by ultrasound; powder parts fail

by contamination, caught too late or not at all by anything but the process itself — which is why the

powder crisis was existential: when the process is the inspection, a bad lot is a fleet problem [C3][C8].

The presses and furnaces are also the supply chain’s slowest clock. A new forging press or single-crystal

furnace  line  is  years  from  decision  to  qualified  parts,  and  the  consultants’  maps  show  demand

outrunning capacity through the decade [C7]. When this book’s business chapters say the fire’s chain is

narrow, this is the narrowest link: a few dozen machines worldwide, each of whose stoppage is felt in

airline schedules. The most advanced propulsion system in history rests on the oldest industrial verb:

squeeze, and pour [C7][S4].

C H A p t e R  9 6

The Painted Fire
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The least known of the turbine’s defences is its thinnest. Thermal barrier coatings — the ceramic skins of

chapter twelve — are a technology stack in themselves, and their history tracks the engine’s temperature

history degree by degree. The modern stack is layered like the blade it protects: a bond coat of platinum-

aluminide or MCrAlY alloy against the metal, a growing film of alumina that glues ceramic to bond, and

the yttria-stabilised zirconia top coat, full of microscopic porosity that makes it a poor conductor of heat

and tolerant of strain [S4].

The coatings fail gracefully or not at all:  they spall, flake by flake, at edges and hot streaks, and the

blade’s cooling margin behind them decides whether spalling is a maintenance finding or a burnt blade.

At  overhaul  the  old  coating  is  stripped  chemically  and  a  new  one  applied,  so  the  painted  fire  is

repainted on every tour — the blade’s skin is a consumable, renewed like a ship’s bottom [S4][C6]. The

research frontier pushes toward coatings that insulate better and sense their own condition, and toward

the day the ceramic is not the coating but the part — the CMC world of chapter twenty-four, where the

paint and the wall merge [S3].

Between the alloy, the cooling and the coating, the modern turbine survives gas hotter than its melting

point  by a  stack of  margins  each thinner  than the last.  The painted fire  is  the  final  margin,  a  few

hundred microns thick, renewed on schedule, holding back the melting of the most expensive metal in

the sky [S4].

C H A p t e R  9 7

The Squeeze Goes On

The compression chapters ended with the pressure ratio at  forty and beyond;  this  chapter looks at

where the squeeze ends, because it does end, and the ending defines the frontier. Higher pressure ratio

is  hotter  air  into  the  combustor,  and there  is  a  point  where  the  compressor’s  delivery temperature

approaches what its own rear stages and the combustor’s walls can carry. The limit is materials again:

titanium for the front and middle, nickel for the rear, and beyond fifty-to-one the rear compressor wants

to be a turbine in reverse — same alloys, same cooling questions, compressed into the coldest part of the

hot end [S6][S4].

The  industry’s  answers  are  characteristically  multiple.  Intercooling  —  pulling  heat  out  of  the  air

between compressor stages — is an old idea returning in research engines; variable geometry keeps

spreading through the stages; ceramic-matrix components creep forward from the combustor walls; and

the adaptive military engines, with their third stream, use the extra air itself as a cooling and matching

resource [M4][S3]. The next civil generation’s pressure ratios will be chosen by the carbon price as much

as by the physics, because the fuel saved by the squeeze must pay for the metal that survives it [E2][S6].

And there is a pleasing symmetry to end the compression story. The first compressors, Whittle’s and

von Ohain’s, managed a pressure ratio of about four. The modern fan alone, the great slow rotor at the

front, adds barely more than one-and-a-half — and it is the most valuable one-and-a-half in aviation,

because it multiplies the mass the core’s fire can throw [S1]. The squeeze is not the whole story; it never

was. It is the tax the engine pays to make the fire worth lighting, and the art is to pay no more than the

fire repays [S6].
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C H A p t e R  9 8

The Fifteen Per Cent

Every new engine generation promises roughly the same thing: fifteen to twenty per cent less fuel per

seat than the last. The promise is so regular it has become the industry’s heartbeat, and it is worth taking

apart, because the per cents come from named places and each place has its champion [S3][C4].

The biggest slice is propulsive: the fan. Higher bypass ratio moves more air slower, and the move from

bypass  five to  bypass  ten delivered the  largest  single  gains  of  the  last  half  century;  the  open fan’s

promised twenty per  cent  is  the  same lever  pulled again [F1][S1].  The second slice  is  thermal:  the

squeeze and the fire.  Higher pressure ratio and turbine temperature raise the cycle’s  efficiency,  and

every chapter of materials in this book — the single crystal, the coating, the ceramic — is ultimately a

bid for those degrees [S4][S3]. The third slice is mechanical and aerodynamic polish: seals, clearances,

blade shapes milled to micrometres, losses hunted one-tenth of a point at a time. And the fourth, newest

slice is operational: the digital twin’s maintenance timing and the airline’s flight planning, keeping the

engine at its best point more of the time [C6].

The per cents compound, and the compounding is the environmental story’s bright half: today’s engines

burn well  under half the fuel per seat of the first jets.  The dark half is that traffic grew faster than

efficiency, and total burn rose anyway — the rebound arithmetic that the carbon reckoning chapter puts

at the centre of the next thirty years [E2][E3][W2].

C H A p t e R  9 9

The Heat’s Ledger

The engine is a heat machine, and heat is its tightest account. Fuel arrives carrying 43,370 kilojoules per

kilogram [S6]; the cycle turns a fraction into thrust, and the rest must go somewhere: into the exhaust,

the metal, the oil, the nacelle’s skin, the sky. Managing the account — putting the rejected heat where it

harms least — is a discipline the passenger never sees and the designer never escapes [S1].

The ledger’s main instruments have all appeared in this book’s chapters, and it is worth gathering them:

the fuel itself is a coolant, taking the oil’s heat on its way to the fire; the compressor bleed cools the

turbine at a tax on the cycle; the nacelle is ventilated by the bypass stream; the exhaust carries away the

bulk of the rejection, which is why the nozzle is the fire’s last radiator. The modern twist is recuperation

of a kind the first jets never imagined: the more-electric engine turns shaft power into electricity for the

aeroplane, replacing bleed-air offtakes and shrinking the tax [F1][S1].

The frontier work of  Part  Six is,  in ledger terms,  an attempt to move the boundaries:  ceramics that

tolerate  more  heat  in  the  metal  account  [S3],  cycles  that  reject  less  to  the  sky,  and  fuels  whose

combustion changes the entries entirely [F3]. The heat’s ledger is where the next fifteen per cent lives

[E2].
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C H A p t e R  1 0 0

The Sound of the Fire

The combustor has a voice, and controlling it is a chapter of the frontier work. Combustion instability —

the  rumble,  screech  and buzz  of  flame coupling  with  the  acoustics  of  its  chamber  — can shake  a

combustor to pieces in minutes, and every new combustor is developed against its own resonances,

mapped on test, detuned by geometry, and in the latest designs actively damped. The lean flames that

emissions  law  demands  [E1]  burn  nearer  the  edge  of  stability,  which  is  why  the  low-emissions

combustor is an acoustics problem as much as a chemistry one [S1][S3].

The voice is diagnostic too. Test engineers read a rig’s health by its note long before instruments confirm

it, and the FADEC’s pressure sensors now listen continuously for the first stirrings of instability in flight.

The engine, like the WU in 1937, announces its states by sound [H3]; the difference is that the modern

machine listens to itself [C6].

The open fan will make this chapter public again. An unducted rotor’s sound is everyone’s business —

the certification of the RISE architecture will be argued, in part, in decibels and in the quality of the

tone: not just how loud, but how it sounds, the psychoacoustics of the future engine measured against

the Chapter standards of Part Seven [F1][E1].

C H A p t e R  1 0 1

The Fires That Were Never Lit

The history of propulsion has a shadow shelf of engines that were designed, argued, sometimes built,

and never flown, and the strangest item on it is the nuclear jet. In the 1950s both the United States and

the Soviet Union pursued nuclear-powered bombers: turbojets whose fire was to be a reactor, heating

the compressed air directly, giving an aeroplane that could stay aloft for weeks. America’s programme

ran ground tests of reactor-driven engines and flew a reactor aloft (unpowered) to study shielding; the

aeroplane itself was never built, and the programme was cancelled in 1961 [H12].

The  nuclear  jet  died  of  its  obvious  problems:  the  crew’s  shielding  weighed  tonnes,  a  crash  was  a

contamination event, and the mission it served — loitering deterrence — was taken over by the ballistic

missile. It stands on the shelf as the limiting case of this book’s central bargain: the jet engine trades

fire’s violence for performance, and there is a level of violence the bargain cannot absorb. The fire must

be containable not only in the metal but in the public imagination [H6][H12].

Other items on the shelf:  the turboramjet hybrids that preceded the J58’s practical answer [M2]; the

pulsejet airliners nobody proposed twice; the atomic airliner concepts of the atoms-for-peace years. The

shelf  is  worth  a  chapter  because  the  industry’s  successes  were  selected,  not  ordained:  for  every

architecture that flew, three died on paper or on the stand, and the selection pressures — materials,

economics, safety, public acceptance — are the same ones shaping the open fan and hydrogen debates

now [F1][F4].
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S T A T I O N  9

WHAT THE ENGINE MADE

Station 9 is the nozzle’s exit, where the jet rejoins the sky. Here the engine

rejoins the world: the noise law, the climate ledger, the shrunken planet, and

what it all added up to.

STATION READING — 2024: 4.4–5 billion passengers, record load factor

83.5 per cent [E3][W1]; aviation supports 86.5 million jobs and $4.1

trillion of GDP [W1]; a third of world trade by value flies [W3]. Jet fuel

demand: 7.9 million barrels a day in 2019, 4.7 million in 2020, about 7.4

million forecast for 2024 [W2].
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C H A p t e R  1 0 2

The Noise Law

The first complaint about jet noise is nearly as old as the jet, and the regulatory history that followed is a

tidy parable of how the world negotiates with a machine it cannot give up. ICAO, the United Nations’

aviation body, writes the standards; the national authorities adopt them; and the standards arrive as

Chapters,  each quieter  than the  last.  Chapter  2  caught  the  first-generation jets;  Chapter  3  the  early

turbofans; Chapter 4 the modern fleet;  Chapter 14, adopted in 2014, pushed the new designs seven

decibels below Chapter 4 in cumulative margin [E1].

The physics of the quietening is the physics of this book. The first jets were loud because their exhausts

were fast; the turbofan was quieter because its jet was slower; every rise in bypass ratio since has been a

noise measure as much as a fuel measure. The chevrons on modern engine nacelles, the serrated trailing

edges that soften the mixing of jet and sky, are the visible residue of decades of aeroacoustic research. A

modern wide-body at takeoff is dramatically quieter than the 707 that frightened the neighbourhoods

around Idlewild, while carrying three times the passengers [E1][H7].

And still the ratchet turns. In March 2026 ICAO adopted Chapter 16, a further six decibels for large

aircraft, applying to new types from 2029 [E1]. Each chapter of the noise law has forced a chapter of

engine development, and the engine makers, whatever their grumbling in private, have met every one.

The relationship between regulator and industry here is worth holding onto for the climate debate: a

clear long-dated standard, steadily tightened, has been the most effective environmental instrument in

aviation’s  history  —  more  effective  than  any  exhortation,  because  it  converts  social  pressure  into

engineering specifications [E1].

hoW quieT is measured

The noise law’s numbers are worth a page, because the decibel hides the method. Certification noise is

measured  at  three  points  —  approach,  sideline,  and  flyover  —  with  the  aeroplane  in  defined

configurations, and the standard is expressed as cumulative margin: the sum of the margins by which

the aircraft beats the limit at all three points. Chapter 14 tightened the cumulative requirement by seven

EPNdB for new designs; Chapter 16, adopted in March 2026 and applicable to new types from 2029,

takes a further six for large aircraft  [E1].  Because the scale is  logarithmic,  each such step is  a large

physical change: the modern fleet’s cumulative margins against the old Chapter 2 machines run to tens

of decibels, which is why the subjective experience under a flight path has transformed while traffic

multiplied [E1][C4]. The open fan’s certification argument [F1] will be conducted in exactly these units.

C H A p t e R  1 0 3

The Shrunken Planet
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The numbers of the world the engine made are so large they need to be set down slowly. In 2024 the

world’s airlines carried about five billion passengers, at a record average load factor of 83.5 per cent [E3]

[W1].  Aviation and its  dependent industries support 86.5 million jobs and $4.1 trillion of  economic

product, with 11.6 million people working in the industry itself [W1]. A third of all world trade by value

— over eight trillion dollars of goods a year, 280 million cargo-tonne-kilometres and more — travels by

air  [W3][W1].  Fresh flowers,  fresh fish,  pharmaceuticals,  semiconductors,  and the contents  of  every

overnight parcel: the modern material world moves, in its high-value layer, at jet speed.

The pandemic supplied the controlled experiment.  In 2020 the world’s  jets  largely stopped,  jet  fuel

demand collapsed from 7.9 to 4.7 million barrels a day [W2], and the world discovered what aviation

had been silently doing: supply chains snarled, tourism economies starved, and the simple ability to be

somewhere tomorrow turned out to be load-bearing for half the arrangements of modern life. By 2024

fuel demand had nearly recovered to 7.4 million barrels a day [W2] and passenger traffic had set its new

record [E3]. The machine’s necessity was proven by its absence.

The democraTisaTion

The deepest change is social, and it is easy to miss because it completed itself. Flying was, within living

memory, the preserve of the wealthy and the state; the jet engine, by collapsing cost per seat-mile decade

after decade, made it ordinary. The CFM56 and the low-cost carrier between them put the family visit,

the  migrant  worker’s  return,  the  student’s  year  abroad,  the  beach  holiday,  within  the  reach  of  the

median  income of  a  dozen  countries  [C4][E3].  When this  book’s  author  says  the  jet  engine  ended

distance, the claim is not that distance vanished but that it was repriced — from a month’s wages and a

week’s travel to a day’s wages and a day’s travel. Most of the human consequences of aviation follow

from that repricing, and they are still working themselves out.

The cargo engine’s ledger

The trade figures deserve their decomposition, because air cargo is the engine’s least visible economic

service. By weight, air carries only a small fraction of world trade; by value, a third [W3] — the gap is

the definition of  the market:  goods whose time is  money.  Electronics,  pharmaceuticals,  perishables,

fashion, documents, spares: the categories share a willingness to pay for hours, and the industry’s 280

million-plus  cargo-tonne-kilometres  [W3]  move  in  the  bellies  of  passenger  twins  as  much  as  in

dedicated  freighters  — the  wide-body  passenger  flight  is  also  a  cargo  flight,  its  economics  quietly

supported by the hold [W1][C6]. The pandemic exposed the dependency in reverse: when the passenger

bellies stopped, freight rates spiked and the freighter fleet ran at its limits, and the engine utilisation of

the cargo world briefly outran the passenger world’s [W2][C6].

The nighT freighTers

The cargo jet’s day begins when the passenger fleet’s ends. The converted 767 and 777 freighters that lift

the world’s parcels leave their hubs in the late evening, fly the night sector, and are back on the ground

before the first  passenger banks of  the morning;  the engines that  power them are,  increasingly,  the

mature CFM56s and CF6s of the second-hand market, bought for their remaining cycles and their cheap

parts [W3][C6]. Air cargo carried record volumes in 2024, and the e-commerce wave made the night

freighter the fastest-growing corner of the fleet — a corner where the engine’s age matters less than its
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reliability and its fuel bill, in that order, because a missed sort costs more than kerosene [W3]. The fire’s

oldest working engines, some of them forty years from their first flight, earn their keep in the dark,

moving the goods that the passenger jets’ bellies cannot take [W3][C4].

The fire’s ledger

What the jet engine bought, in the end, was not speed. Speed was the trophy of the first twenty years;

the purchase of the next sixty was access — the conversion of the planet’s distances from obstacles into

schedules  [E3].  A machine conceived to  win a  war by climbing faster  than the other  man’s  fighter

became the ordinary furniture of the species: the overnight freighter, the morning shuttle, the reunion,

the funeral made in time, the fresh flower and the transplant organ, the engineering team that works on

three continents in a week [W1][W3]. The fire’s efficiency paid for all of it: every halving of fuel per seat-

kilometre moved another fraction of the world’s population from the class of people who had never

flown to the class of people who fly [E3][W1].

The ledger’s other column is in chapter twenty-eight, and it does not close. The same engine that made

the world reachable made the reach carbon-priced; the industry’s answer — efficiency, sustainable fuel,

eventually new chemistries — is the same engine doing the same trick once more: being asked the

impossible and answering it late, expensively, and then routinely [E2][E3]. Whittle’s exhausted verdict

and Ohain’s quiet satisfaction belong in this chapter’s margin. Neither man imagined the fleet of fifty

thousand;  both men imagined the fire correctly  [H3][H5].  The machine they lit  is  now the world’s

engine in the plainest sense: it  moves the world, it  is moved by the world’s money and the world’s

politics, and its next act — open fan, hydrogen, hybrid, or some geometry not yet patented — will be

written by people whose grandfathers were not born when the He 178 rose from Marienehe [F1][H14].

This book ends where it began: with the air, and what a controlled fire can persuade it to do [S1].

C H A p t e R  1 0 4

The Fleet and the Forecast

How many fires are burning aloft  at  this  moment? The consultants who count such things put the

world’s commercial fleet at about 28,400 aircraft in 2024, growing toward 36,400 by 2034 [C6].  Each

carries two engines, or four, plus spares on shelves and engines in overhaul; the engine population is far

larger  than  the  fleet  and  turns  over  more  slowly,  since  an  airframe  is  retired  while  its  engines,

refurbished, fly on in other airframes. The oldest engines in airline service have been flying, in pieces,

since before some of their pilots were born [C6][C8].

The  growth  arithmetic  matters  to  everything  in  this  book.  Every  point  of  traffic  growth  demands

aircraft;  every  aircraft  demands  engines  and,  over  its  life,  several  times  its  purchase  price  in

maintenance; the MRO market’s forecast climb from $104 to $124 billion over the decade is the engine

fleet’s  growth  expressed  as  a  service  economy  [C6].  Against  it  run  the  constraints  of  Part  Five:

production rates capped by castings and forgings, workforces retiring, and the GTF crisis showing how

a single family’s stumble can remove a meaningful slice of world capacity [C7][C8].
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And against all of it runs the carbon question of chapter twenty-eight: a fleet growing toward 36,400

aircraft, burning kerosene at something like seven to eight million barrels a day [W2], under a tightening

net of noise and emissions law [E1][E2]. The industry’s own roadmaps assume it can grow the fleet and

shrink the footprint simultaneously, on the strength of each engine generation’s fifteen to twenty per

cent [F1][S3]. Whether that arithmetic closes is the largest open question this book leaves on the table —

and it is, fittingly, a question about the fire: how much less of it the world can burn per mile, and how

fast.

C H A p t e R  1 0 5

The Casebook

The engine’s reliability is written in a book of accidents, and any honest account must open it. Four

cases, chosen because each changed the machine or the rules.

Sioux City, 1989. United Airlines Flight 232, a DC-10, suffered an uncontained failure of its tail engine’s

fan disc over Iowa. The disc’s fragments severed all  three hydraulic systems, and the crew flew the

aeroplane to a crash landing using differential thrust of the two remaining engines alone; 185 of 296

aboard survived. The disc had a fatigue crack from a metallurgical defect introduced at manufacture,

missed at inspection. The case changed the industry’s treatment of rotating parts: lifing methodologies

were rewritten, inspection intervals recalculated, and the assumption that a triple-redundant hydraulic

system  could  not  all  be  lost  through  one  aperture  in  the  tail  was  retired.  The  GTF  powder-metal

inspections of our own decade [C3] descend from the same discipline: the disc is the part that must

never fail.

Qantas Flight 32, 2010. A Rolls-Royce Trent 900 on an A380 suffered an uncontained turbine disc failure

shortly after takeoff from Singapore, caused by a mis-machined oil feed pipe that fatigued, sprayed oil,

and lit a fire in the engine’s heart. Fragments punctured the wing and its systems; the crew landed the

world’s largest airliner safely. The engine makers’ lesson was about the manufactured detail: a single

pipe’s wall thickness, wrong by a fraction, brought down a flagship. Fleet-wide inspection campaigns

and design changes followed; the A380 flew on, but the case stands as the modern proof that the big

engines fail rarely but not never, and that systems around them must be armoured against the day [C2].

British Airways Flight  38,  2008. A Boeing 777 on final  approach to  Heathrow lost  power on both

engines simultaneously and landed short of the runway, everyone aboard surviving. The cause was

subtle and new: ice crystals, formed in fuel at polar-route temperatures, had accumulated in the fuel-oil

heat exchangers and, on the approach’s demand for thrust, broke loose and choked the flow. Nothing in

the certification requirements had modelled fuel-borne ice in that component. The fix was a redesigned

exchanger; the lesson was that the envelope keeps finding corners the requirements have not visited, and

that continuous fire depends on a fuel system as much as on the combustor [S1].

The Hudson, 2009. US Airways Flight 1549 struck a flock of Canada geese after takeoff from New York

and lost both CFM56 engines; the crew ditched in the Hudson River and all 155 aboard lived. The case is

remembered as airmanship, but its engine content runs both ways: the engines failed against a bird size

beyond the certification requirement of their day, and the requirements were subsequently tightened for
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flocking birds; while the airframe’s flyable glide and the crew’s training — the layers around the engine

— absorbed the double failure the design assumed impossible [C4].

Read together, the four cases show the system working as designed at its worst moments: the machine

fails, the layers hold, the investigation converts the failure into requirements, and the next machine is

better. The reliability statistics are not a gift of the physics; they are the accumulated yield of this loop,

running for seventy years [H6][C6].

C H A p t e R  1 0 6

The Writing in the Sky

The engine’s most visible byproduct is not noise or smoke but the contrail: the white line written across

the  sky when hot  wet  exhaust  meets  cold  thin  air  and its  water  freezes  into  a  line  of  ice  crystals.

Contrails  have been a  subject  since the Second World War,  when bomber streams wrote  their  own

weather; they are a climate subject now, because a persistent contrail that spreads into cirrus traps heat,

and the best current estimates put the warming effect of contrail cirrus in the same order as aviation’s

carbon dioxide itself — a large, uncertain, and only recently serious topic [E2][E3].

The remedies being explored are characteristically practical. Contrails form only in ice-supersaturated

layers of atmosphere, thin and patchy; a small change of cruising altitude avoids them, and trials of

contrail-aware  flight  planning  are  underway  with  satellite  observation  verifying  what  the  models

predict. Engine design plays too: cleaner combustion changes the soot particles on which the ice crystals

seed, and the lean-burn combustors developed for nitrogen-oxide law may, as a side effect, write fainter

sky [E1][E2]. It is a young field and its numbers should be held loosely; this book reports the direction,

not a verdict. But it is a pleasing thought that the next chapter of engine design may be judged partly on

calligraphy: how lightly the machine writes on the sky it crosses.

C H A p t e R  1 0 7

The Passenger’s Window

End where most of humanity meets the machine: through a window the size of a hardback book, at a

seat  over  the  wing.  What  the  passenger  sees  is  the  fan’s  disc  and  the  cowl’s  curve,  and  what  the

passenger feels is the engine’s behaviour as weather: the spool-up roar at takeoff, press of acceleration,

the settling hum at cruise, the reverse-thrust rumble on landing. The machine that this book has taken

apart — stations, cycles, alloys, markets — presents itself to five billion people a year [W1] as a low

steady reassurance behind the wing.

The design of that presentation is deliberate. The nacelle’s acoustic lining, the chevrons on the nozzle,

the  fan’s  swept  blades,  the  mounting  struts  that  isolate  vibration:  a  large  share  of  modern  engine

engineering is devoted to the passenger’s ear and the neighbourhood’s [E1]. Even the sounds have a
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grammar that frequent flyers learn: the buzzsaw edge of an old engine at full power, the deeper note of

the big fans, the brief sigh as the bleed valves move on descent. The engine talks; the industry has spent

sixty years teaching it to talk quietly [E1].

And the view itself is the argument of the book made visible. From six miles up, the world that the

engine made lies arranged below: the city reached in hours, the ocean crossed in a sleep, the contrail of

another aeroplane passing a mile away at closing speed, carrying its own hundreds. Somewhere behind

each of those windows sits the whole apparatus — the stations and the fire, the single crystals and the

alliances, the annuities and the certification state — holding the note. The passenger does not need to

know any of it. That is the achievement.

C H A p t e R  1 0 8

The Last Piston

One more engine survives from the world the jet displaced, and it deserves a valedictory paragraph of

its own. The piston aero engine never died; it  retreated to the small  aeroplanes of general aviation,

where the turbine’s economics invert — a small turbine is thirsty and dear, and a small piston is cheap

and sips. The Cessnas and Pipers of the world’s flying schools still make their power the way the Merlin

did, with pistons and magnetos and, in many cases, engine designs little changed since the 1950s [H5]

[H12].

Even  there  the  fire’s  family  is  arriving,  from an  unexpected  direction:  the  diesel-cycle  aero  engine

burning jet  fuel,  and the  small  turbine  creeping down-market  as  manufacturing  improves.  But  the

honest expectation is that the last pistons will outlast most forecasts of their demise, as they have for

fifty years, because the economics of the very small aeroplane are stubborn and the machines are loved.

The jet engine’s story is one of total victory in the sky it cared about, and graceful indifference to the

rest. Aviation’s old fire and its new one fly on together, at different heights [H5][E3].

C H A p t e R  1 0 9

The Crew’s Engine

Between the engine and its  passengers  sits  the crew, and the engine the crew knows is  a  different

instrument from the one this book has described. The pilot’s engine is a set of indications — fan speed,

exhaust temperature, fuel flow, vibration — a set of limits, and a set of trained responses. The training is

the accumulation of  the casebook chapter:  engine failure at  the worst  moment,  the takeoff decision

speed past which the aeroplane must fly on what remains; the fire drill; the severe-damage checklist.

Every airline pilot has failed a hundred engines in the simulator for every one the line has ever shown

them, and that is exactly the intended ratio [G1].
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The modern division of labour puts the FADEC between the crew and the fire: the levers request, the

computers decide, and the crew’s skill  has migrated from handling to judgement — recognising the

abnormal the automation has not seen, like the icing that took both of BA38’s engines on one approach,

and managing the aeroplane through it. The Hudson crews’ glide, Sioux City’s differential thrust: these

were piloting solutions to engine problems, and they are why the casebook belongs to the crew as much

as to the designer [G1][C4].

The trust runs both ways. Crews fly engines built by people they will never meet, maintained by hands

they will never shake, certified by authorities they will never see; and the makers’ whole apparatus —

the test cells, the twins, the bulletins — exists to deserve that trust on every sector. The jet engine’s

deepest redundancy is not in its hydraulics or its computers. It is the chain of care that stands behind

the crew, and the crew’s knowledge that it stands there [H6][C6].

C H A p t e R  1 1 0

The Cold Sky

The engine’s favourite air is cold and thin, and its coldest workplace is the polar route. The great-circle

paths between Europe, North America and East Asia run high over the Arctic, where the air at cruising

level can be seventy degrees below freezing, and the engine and its fuel system must live there for hours.

The problems are the cold-sky trio: fuel temperature, ice crystals, and the long dark far from alternates

[G1].

Fuel first. Kerosene begins to wax around minus forty Celsius, and fuel is cooled by the sky through the

wing skins on long polar legs; the fuel-oil heat exchanger, which uses the fuel to cool the engine’s oil, is

simultaneously the fuel’s heater, and its management is a quiet duty of every polar cruise. Ice crystals

second: the high, cold, moist air near the tropopause carries crystals that can accumulate inside the

engine’s warm core flow, and the BA38 casebook entry is the industry’s hard lesson that fuel-borne ice

could choke a heat exchanger at the worst moment. The certification envelope was redrawn around it

[G1].

And the long dark third: polar routes take the ETOPS logic of chapter seventeen to its extreme, hours

from anywhere, in airspace where rescue is far and weather is hard. That the modern twin does this

daily,  unremarked,  is  the  maturity  of  everything  this  book  has  described  —  the  fire  kept  not  for

seventeen minutes over Cranwell  [H4] but for fourteen hours over the top of the world,  in air  cold

enough to wax its fuel, at a reliability that lets the passengers sleep [G1][E3].

C H A p t e R  1 1 1

The Quietest Hour
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The noise law’s sharpest instrument is not the decibel limit but the curfew. At most of the world’s great

airports,  the  night  belongs  to  the  neighbours:  movements  are  capped  or  banned  between  roughly

midnight and dawn, and the engine’s daily rhythm is set by the silence it must keep. The curfew is why

the freighters own the small hours where they are permitted, why the first morning departures stack up

on the taxiways at one minute past six, and why the last arrivals are an auction of delays against the

closing time [E1].

The  curfews did  to  the  airlines  what  the  Chapter  standards  did  to  the  engines:  they  converted an

externality into a schedule. Night noise quotas, slot penalties, and the slow phase-out of the loudest

remaining types — the Chapter ratchet [E1] — mean that the sound of a city airport has measurably

changed across one generation: the crackle of the JT8D gone, the whine of the early fans gone, the great

modern engines passing overhead at a third of the acoustic energy of their grandfathers, while carrying

more people more often [E1][C4].

There is  a  lesson here for  the carbon era,  and it  is  the one Part  Seven keeps returning to:  aviation

responds to firm, long-dated, quantified rules with engineering, and the engineering works. The quietest

hour was legislated first and earned later. The open question — honestly labelled — is whether carbon’s

instruments, CORSIA and its successors [E2], can replicate the noise law’s six decades of compounding

quiet, this time with the fire itself as the thing to be turned down [E2][E3].

C H A p t e R  1 1 2

The Dispatcher’s Engine

Between the engine and the timetable stands the dispatcher, and the dispatcher’s view of the engine is

the industry’s most practical one: will it go, and when, and with what margins? The instrument of that

view is dispatch reliability — the percentage of departures not delayed by technical cause — and its

engine  component  is  tracked,  fleet  by  fleet,  tail  by  tail,  with  a  jealousy  that  the  casebook  chapter

explains: a delayed departure costs money, a cancelled one costs more, and an air-turn-back costs most

of all [C6].

The legal frame is the minimum equipment list: the dispatchable configurations of the aeroplane with

items inoperative, negotiated between manufacturer and authority. Engine-related entries are among the

most guarded — some faults may fly with restrictions, some ground the aircraft outright — and the

daily ballet of the line station is the reconciliation of the list with the morning’s actual machines: which

fault messages downloaded overnight, which borescopes are scheduled, which spare engine is where

[C6][G1].

Dispatch reliability  is  also  the  market’s  verdict  made daily.  The CFM56’s  legend [C4]  is  a  dispatch

statistic before it is anything else; the GTF’s crisis is a dispatch catastrophe measured in grounded tails

[C8]; and the next engine’s reputation will be written in the same units, at a thousand line stations,

before anyone reads its brochure. The brochure promises; the dispatcher knows [C6].

Chapter  112

109



C H A p t e R  1 1 3

The School of the Engine

The jet engine’s last product is a method. The culture this book has described from the inside — fail-safe

design, damage tolerance, certified process, the investigation that turns wreckage into requirements, the

twin that learns from every flight hour — did not stay inside aviation. It is studied in medical schools as

the model for surgical safety; it is cited in nuclear regulation, in railway signalling, in the design of

financial  controls.  When other industries say they want “aviation-level  safety,” they are naming the

system the engine built [H6][C6].

The method’s elements are worth listing plainly, because they are the book’s usable residue. Assume the

component fails;  make the failure survivable. Investigate without blame and publish without mercy.

Certify the process, not just the part. Measure everything; trend the measurements; act before the limit.

Train for the day the machine breaks, because training is the last layer when all the others are breached.

The casebook chapter shows each element arriving, one accident at a time, over seventy years; the safety

statistics are their compound interest [H6].

It is fitting that the engine, the most violent machine in daily life, became the teacher of care. The fire

taught it: a continuous explosion, kept for a living, leaves no room for any lesser discipline. The world’s

other fires — reactors,  chemical  plants,  operating theatres — go to school  on what the tube of  fire

learned. That, more than the speed, more than the shrinking of distance, may be the jet engine’s longest

legacy [H6][C6][E3].

C H A p t e R  1 1 4

The Morning After

In the spring of 2020 the industry performed an experiment no one would have designed: it stopped.

Fleets that had run thirteen hours a day were parked, and the parked engine became a discipline of its

own. Engines cannot simply be left: they must be preserved — inlets and exhausts covered against birds

and dust, oil systems inhibited, rotors turned on schedule so the shafts do not take a set, desiccants

changed, records kept, because an unpreserved engine is a corroded engine and corrosion is a scrap bill

[C6][W2].

The return was slower than the grounding. Engines came back from storage into a world of backed-up

overhaul shops, parts shortages, and demand that snapped back faster than the chain could stretch —

the conditions, ripened through 2021-23, in which the GTF crisis’s groundings [C3] and the scrapyard

economics of chapter twenty-two [C8] landed so hard. The consultants’ fleet forecasts, $104 billion of

MRO rising to $124 billion [C6], are written in the pandemic’s aftermath: too few shops, too few parts,

too many engines needing work at once.

The morning after  also reset  the industry’s  assumptions about itself.  The decades-long growth line

broke, and then it re-formed, almost exactly where it had been: five billion passengers by 2024 [E3]. The
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machine’s necessity survived its hardest test. The question the pandemic left open is not whether the

fire is needed, but whether its keepers — the shops, the foundries,  the training pipelines — can be

rebuilt to match the appetite they serve [C6][C7].

C H A p t e R  1 1 5

The Child at the Fence

Every airport has a fence, and at the fence there is usually a child. The jet engine’s cultural position is a

curious one: it  is the most powerful machine most people will ever stand near, and it is loved. The

planespotters  with  their  registration books,  the  children waved off at  the  window,  the  crowds that

gathered to see the first 747s and gather still when the last of a type departs — the engine made aviation

ordinary, and ordinary aviation never became entirely ordinary [H8][W1].

The romance is not a misunderstanding of the machine; it is a correct reading of it. The fire in the tube,

kept at its limits, carrying three hundred people through the night sky: the wonder is proportionate.

This book has tried to show that the wonder survives the knowledge — that the engine is more, not less,

astonishing  for  knowing its  stations  and its  alloys  and its  annuities.  The  child  at  the  fence  knows

something the balance sheet does not: that the human species lit a fire it cannot see, in a tube it cannot

touch, above a drop it cannot survive, and called it routine.

The fence, in the end, is where the industry recruits. The engineers who built the engines of this book

were children at fences once; the ones who will build the open fans and the hydrogen turbines are at the

fences now, watching the great discs turn. The fire is kept by hands, and the hands arrive by the gate,

drawn by the sound [F1][H3].

C H A p t e R  1 1 6

Fire, Contained

Return, at the end, to the machine itself. Somewhere over an ocean tonight, several hundred thousand

people are asleep in metal tubes, each tube pushed through the cold dark by a fire that has not gone out

since  takeoff.  The  fire  is  contained by  single  crystals  and ceramic  skins  and films of  cool  air;  it  is

monitored by computers that report to engineers on another continent; it was made by a coalition of

rivals, fed by a chain of specialists, certified by a decade of evidence, and will be opened and renewed

and re-certified for thirty years.  It  is the most reliable continuous fire ever kept.  Nothing in human

experience before 1939 suggested that such a thing was possible, and nothing in the eighty-five years

since has suggested it is ordinary.

The jet engine’s meaning is usually given as speed, and that is the least of it. Its true product is reliability

at the boundary of physics:  the demonstration that the most demanding machine can, with enough

accumulated care, be made the most trustworthy one. The same culture — fail-safe design, certified
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processes, the hunting of cracks before they grow, the honesty about limits — is the template the world

now reaches for in every other domain where failure is unacceptable, from nuclear power to surgery.

The Comet’s wreckage is under all of it [H6].

And the fire is not finished. Somewhere tonight there are test stands running: open fans pushing the

bypass ratio toward its limit [F1], ceramics creeping up the thermometer [S3], hydrogen flames in old

turboprops  [F3],  detonations  chasing  themselves  around annular  channels  [M5].  The  engine  that  a

rejected cadet and a Göttingen student imagined separately in the same decade is still becoming itself.

The stations run from 0 to 9, but the flow does not stop at the nozzle: it becomes the sky’s weather, the

world’s economy, the century’s shape. This book ends where the exhaust does, and the story does not.

The great fan at dusk: ninety years of the fire, hanging under one wing. Illustration.
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B E Y O N D  T H E  N O Z Z L E

BACK MATTER

How this book was made, and the words the engine speaks.
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A  n o t e  o n  M e t H o D

How This Book Was Built

This book is a synthesis of open sources, and it wears its sources visibly. Every load-bearing claim in the

text carries a bracketed tag — [H1], [S3], [C8] and so on — and each tag resolves to an entry in the

separate source companion, where the reader will find what the source is, what it supports, and its

known limitations. The tags are grouped by temperament: H for history, S for science and engineering,

M  for  military  and  experimental  machines,  C  for  commerce  and  industry,  F  for  frontiers,  E  for

environment and regulation, W for the world the engine made, G for operational groundings.

Three  rules  governed  the  writing.  First,  the  engineering  came  before  the  narrative:  chapters  are

organised by the engine’s own station numbers, and the history is hung on the machine, not the reverse.

Second, contested and unfinished matters are labelled as such — the open fan’s certification, the rotating

detonation engine,  hydrogen’s  future,  the  adaptive  engine’s  funding.  Where  a  figure  comes  from a

company announcement, the text says so. Third, no source was asked to carry more than it holds: press

releases announce, annual reports account, museums commemorate, and the companion’s Limitations

lines say what each cannot prove.

The illustrations in this book are digital compositions made for it, in the diagrammatic style of mid-

century technical posters; they are decorative and schematic, not engineering drawings, and they are

labelled as illustrations in the colophon. Any errors of synthesis are the author’s.

G L o s s A R Y

The Engine’s Words

Afterburner (reheat). A second combustion zone in the exhaust of a military engine, spraying fuel into

the hot stream for a large temporary thrust increase at a large fuel cost.

Axial compressor. A compressor of many stages in line, each adding a little pressure; slim and efficient,

aerodynamically delicate. Contrast centrifugal.

Bleed air. Compressed air tapped from the compressor for cabin air, anti-icing, cooling and control; a

tax on the cycle, spent carefully.

Brayton cycle. The thermodynamic cycle of the gas turbine: compress, add heat at constant pressure,

expand, exhaust. Named for George Brayton’s 1872 engine [S1].

Bypass ratio. The ratio of air passing around the core to air passing through it; about 1-2 in early fans,

9-12 in modern giants, more in open-fan concepts.
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Centrifugal compressor. A compressor that flings air outward through a rotating impeller; robust and

short, at the cost of frontal area. Whittle’s and von Ohain’s choice.

Ceramic-matrix  composite  (CMC). Silicon-carbide  fibre  in  a  silicon-carbide  matrix;  strong  at

temperatures beyond the best alloys, at a third of the weight [S3].

Creep. Slow permanent  deformation  of  metal  under  sustained  stress  and  heat;  the  turbine  blade’s

defining enemy [S4].

ETOPS. Extended-range twin operations; the rules letting twin-engine airliners fly far from alternate

airfields, built on demonstrated engine reliability [G1].

FADEC. Full-authority digital engine control; the computers that meter fuel and govern the engine, and

that report its health to the ground.

Fan. The great first rotor of a turbofan, doing most of a modern engine’s thrust work.

MRO. Maintenance,  repair  and  overhaul;  the  industry  that  keeps  engines  flying,  and  where  their

makers earn their keep [C6].

Nacelle. The housing around the engine: inlet, cowls, thrust reverser, and the acoustic lining that quiets

it.

Overall pressure ratio. The compressor’s total squeeze; ten to forty and beyond in modern engines [S6].

Ramjet  /  scramjet. Compressorless  engines  in  which the  vehicle’s  speed does  the  compressing;  the

scramjet burns fuel in supersonic flow [M3].

Single  crystal. A  turbine  blade  grown  as  one  continuous  crystal  lattice,  eliminating  the  grain

boundaries where creep begins [S4].

Spool. A compressor-turbine pair on one shaft; modern engines run two or three spools at their own

best speeds [H9].

Station  numbers. The  standard  addresses  along  the  engine’s  flow:  0  free  stream,  2  fan  face,  3

compressor exit, 4 combustor exit, 5 turbine exit, 9 nozzle exit. This book’s organising device.

Surge. Breakdown and reversal of the compressor’s flow; the engine’s cough, trained out by design and

control.

Thrust reverser. Devices that turn the fan’s stream forward on landing, adding braking and saving the

wheel brakes.

Turbine inlet temperature. The fire’s temperature where it first meets the turbine; the industry’s most

fought-over degree [S6].

Turbofan /  turbojet /  turboprop. The three architectures:  jet  plus ducted fan; pure jet;  jet  driving a

propeller. The turbofan won the airliner; the others keep their niches.

C H R o n o L o G Y

The Fire, Year by Year

Chronolog y
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year evenT

1872 George Brayton patents his “Ready Motor”; the continuous-combustion cycle that will bear his name [S1]

[H12].

1903 Ægidius Elling’s gas turbine in Norway becomes the first to produce net power [H12].

1921 Maxime Guillaume patents an axial-flow turbojet in France; it is never built [H11].

1928 Cadet Frank Whittle writes his Cranwell thesis on future aircraft propulsion [H3].

1930 Whittle files his turbojet patent (16 January); the Air Ministry declines to classify it [H3].

1933 Hans von Ohain begins his jet propulsion studies at Göttingen [H13].

1935 Whittle’s patent lapses for want of a £5 renewal fee; Williams and Tinling propose backing; Power Jets is

formed in 1936 [H3][H1].

1937 Whittle’s WU runs at Rugby (12 April); von Ohain’s hydrogen-fuelled HeS 1 runs at Heinkel [H3][H13].

1939 He 178 flies on the HeS 3B at Marienehe (27 August), piloted by Erich Warsitz — the first turbojet flight

[H14][H13]. Britain funds Power Jets from June [H1].

1941 Gloster E.28/39 flies on the W.1 (15 May), Gerry Sayer piloting [H2][H4]; the W.1 and W.2 drawings reach

America in October [H1]; Metropolitan-Vickers runs the axial F.2 [H1].

1942 Jumo 004 flight-tested under an Me 110 (March) [M1]; Bell XP-59A flies on GE engines (October) [H1].

1944 Gloster Meteor operational (July); Me 262 in combat (October); Jumo 004 in mass production [H1][M1].

1946-47 Britain sells Nene and Derwent engines to the USSR; the Nene becomes the RD-45 and powers the MiG-15

[H10].

1950 Rolls-Royce Avon — first mass-produced axial turbojet [H1].

1952 de Havilland Comet enters scheduled service (May); Boeing commits to the Dash 80 [H6][H7].

1954 Comet fleet grounded after fatal structural accidents; the water-tank investigation establishes

pressurisation fatigue [H6].

1958 Boeing 707 enters Pan Am service (October); the jet age opens [H7].

1960s Turbofans displace pure jets; first high-bypass designs launched [S1][S5].

1966 Juan Trippe orders 25 Boeing 747s; the wide-body engine race begins [H8].

1969-70 747 enters service on the JT9D; RB211 crisis builds at Rolls-Royce [S5][H9].

1971 Rolls-Royce Limited bankrupt (4 February); aero-engine business nationalised; RB211 saved [H9].

1974 CFM International founded, GE–Snecma 50/50 [C4].

1976 Concorde enters service on Olympus 593 [H12].

1984-85 CFM56-3 re-engines the 737; ETOPS begins over the North Atlantic (1985) [C4][G1].

1987 Rolls-Royce plc privatised [H9].

1989 United 232: uncontained disc failure; lifing and inspection rules rewritten.

1995 Boeing 777 enters service, certified ETOPS-180 from the outset [G1].

2004 NASA X-43A scramjet reaches Mach 9.6 [M3].

2007 180-minute ETOPS framework generalised [G1].
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2010 Qantas 32: Trent 900 uncontained failure, A380 lands safely.

2016 Pratt & Whitney geared turbofan enters service after two decades of development [S2][C3]; LEAP enters

service with CMC shrouds [S3].

2019 GE9X measured at 134,300 lbf — the most powerful jet engine ever [C5].

2020 Pandemic grounds the fleet; jet fuel demand falls from 7.9 to 4.7 million bpd [W2].

2022 Rolls-Royce runs an AE 2100-A on hydrogen [F3].

2023 GTF powder-metal crisis disclosed: 600-700 engines for early inspection [C3]; last 747 delivered.

2024 Record traffic year; fleet about 28,400 aircraft; MRO about $104B [C6][E3].

2025 GE XA102 adaptive engine passes design review [M4]; Venus Aerospace flies a rotating detonation engine

[M5]; Airbus flies open-fan wind-tunnel work [F2].

2026 ICAO adopts Chapter 16 noise standard (March) [E1].

A p p e n D I x

The Landmark Engines

A shelf of machines, chosen to carry the argument of the book: each changed what an engine was for, or

proved what  one could be.  Figures  are  representative  of  the  cited variant  and are  drawn from the

sources tagged.

engine
firsT run /

service
archiTecTure ThrusT meaning

Whittle WU 1937 Centrifugal turbojet ~850 lbf class The first self-sustaining British

turbojet; the shriek that started it

[H3].

Heinkel HeS

3B

1938-39 Centrifugal turbojet 992 lbf First to fly, in the He 178 [H13][H14].

Junkers Jumo

004

1942/1944 8-stage axial turbojet 1,980 lbf First mass-produced jet engine; alloy-

starved, short-lived [M1].

Rolls-Royce

Nene

1944-46 Centrifugal turbojet ~5,000 lbf The engine Britain sold to the USSR;

father of the MiG-15’s RD-45 [H10].

Rolls-Royce

Avon

1950 Axial turbojet ~6,500 lbf First mass-produced axial; the

geometry’s vindication [H1].

Pratt &

Whitney J57/

JT3

1952/1958 Twin-spool turbojet ~10,000-17,000

lbf

Power of the 707 and KC-135; military

muscle under civil wings [H7].

Olympus 593 1966/1976 Twin-spool reheated

turbojet

~38,000 lbf Concorde’s Mach 2 cruise; highest

thermal efficiency of its era [H12].
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Pratt &

Whitney JT9D

1966/1970 High-bypass turbofan 43,500-56,000

lbf

The 747’s engine; opened the wide-

body era [S5].

Rolls-Royce

RB211

1969/1972 Three-shaft high-

bypass turbofan

~40,000 lbf The engine that bankrupted and

refounded its maker; ancestor of the

Trent [H9][C2].

CFM56 1974/1982 High-bypass turbofan 20,000-34,000

lbf

Most-produced jet engine ever:

33,000+, one billion flight hours [C4].

GE90 1993/1995 Ultra-high-bypass

turbofan

~115,000 lbf Composite fan blades at scale; the

big-twin era’s flagship [G1][S3].

PW1000G

(GTF)

2008/2016 Geared turbofan ~24,000-33,000

lbf

The gear vindicated; the powder-

metal crisis’s home [S2][C3].

LEAP 2013/2016 High-bypass turbofan,

CMC hot section

~28,000-35,000

lbf

Ceramics in production; 14,000+ sold

[S3][C4].

GE9X 2016/2020s Ultra-high-bypass

turbofan

134,300 lbf

record

The most powerful jet engine ever

measured [C5].

Read down the thrust column and the book’s plot is visible: two hundredfold growth in ninety years,

every step paid for in the currencies of the previous parts — alloys, aerodynamics, alliances, annuities.
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