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    A Balloon and Asceptic

A thrilling account of how a foreign war balloon attempted to





    blow up London, and met its match in a most unexpected quarter.




    ON the night of the 16th of December, 1917, England waited in anxiety and terror for news of war.




    The quarrel with her great neighbour had begun prosaically enough in the Extradition Court at Bow Street, had moved west by easy stages to Downing Street, and had finally reached Whitehall, when elderly worried men in mufti sat in council before Ordnance maps marked with tiny flags.




    And the presses of Fleet Street thundered out hourly specials, and restless crowds loitered about public offices. In the theatres great audiences suspended their attention to the stage, whilst white-shirt-fronted managers read telegrams and messages conveying the latest intelligence. For England was on the verge of war, and the equipment of three army corps stood parked on Laffan's Plain.




    At such a moment, when the judgment of men is likely to take on bias, the usually well-balanced serial correspondent of the Megaphone lost his head. He had seen a little; he had heard a little; he formed a conclusion out of all proportion to the meagre evidence of his senses. So the Megaphone came out with a riotous, flaming, ear-splitting special. And it was all about "War." War, with ten headlines, a map, and twenty-four portraits. War in letters six inches long—and it looked authoritative. Later, a frenzied Foreign Office official motored to Fleet Street at the rate of thirty miles an hour, saw the editor and cursed him. Then the presses were stopped and the pages replated, and half an hour afterwards all the other newspapers in Fleet Street were publishing specials too, utterly and indignantly denying that there was any war, and virtuously reproving the Megaphone for its "rabid sensationalism." The Megaphone said nothing, but published a letter from a certain gifted author, who explained in three columns that the proceeds of his new play would be devoted to succouring the sick and wounded—if any—in the forthcoming campaign.




    As a matter of fact there was no war. At the very moment the Megaphone was industriously commencing hostilities the two countries were arriving at a satisfactory settlement of the difficulty, and whilst the subsequent proceedings of "No. 765" were regrettable in the extreme, they were denounced by our neighbour, who disclaimed all responsibility for the acts of Messrs. Stadt and Hein, and paid down a very substantial sum for the damage inflicted by these gentlemen.




    The record of the 17th of December is taken to a large extent from the statement made by Mr. Hein—Mr. Stadt, being unhappily no longer with us—and is augmented by the testimony of eye-witnesses. As our quarrel with the other Power so prosaically began at Bow Street, it is perhaps peculiarly fitting that it should end in the notebook of Detective-Inspector Falmouth of Scotland Yard.




    This book is before me as I write, and in the report that commences with the conventional "On the night of the 17th inst... I was informed by telephone that... I immediately proceeded... I informed him tat that I was a police-officer and should take him into custody on a charge... he made the following statement...." I regard with sorrow the end of a romantic bogy that has overshadowed Europe for ten years.
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