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  INTRODUCTION




  When the Wright brothers invented the world’s first practicable aircraft in 1903, they had a dream that flight would bring the world’s people closer together. It

  didn’t take long, of course, for someone to come up with the nightmare ruse of turning the airplane into a weapon. Bombs could be dropped from it. Bullets could be fired from it. Whoever

  first took up a gun in his tiny canvas and wood aircraft is lost to history, but by the Balkans War of 1912 the armed flying machine was in service . . . and the fighter pilot born.




  Curiously, the Great War, which opened two years later was initially reluctant to embrace the fighter pilot’s martial charms. At first, the belligerents used aircraft for scouting and

  reconnaissance alone, with pilots waving happily to enemy airmen when they passed in the sky. This state of affairs, in a situation of total war, could not and did not last long. By winter 1915 it

  was commonplace for the observer in a two-seater aircraft to be toting a carbine, and soon after to be wielding a machine-gun. When Antony Fokker perfected a synchronized gear that allowed a

  machine gun to be fired through the propeller it allowed a single man to both fly and fire. The “classic” period of the fighter pilot followed, in which one man jousted with another in

  a “dog-fight” over the Western Front and “aces” (pilots with five or more kills) such as Manfred von Richthofen and James McCudden became global legends. Much romance and

  status attracted to the fighter pilot, who was often an officer and a gentleman from a cavalry regiment, yet it is too easy to forget that the life-expectancy of a pilot in World War I was measured

  in weeks. For all the daring of those magnificent men in their flimsy flying machines, they too were bullet fodder.




  In the long interval of the 1920s and 30s, before World War was recommenced, the fighter pilot went somewhat out of fashion, at least in the higher circles of military thinking. Under the

  influence of the Italian military theorist Douhet a number of notable air forces, including Britain’s RAF, became wedded to the notion that wars might be won by strategic bombing campaign.

  Only in the very last year of peace was the RAF persuaded to invest heavily in fighter, as opposed to bomber, production. As history has recorded, it was a wise move; for it was “The

  Few”, the fighter pilots of the RAF, who won the air Battle of Britain in 1940 and prevented a Nazi invasion of that country.




  If the First World War provided the greatest fighter pilot legends, the Second donated to posterity the most memorable fighter aircraft. The Spitfire. The Me-109. The Zero. The Mustang. This

  reminds us that the fighter pilot himself (and sometimes, herself) is a creature of the machine. No other warrior, not even tank crew, is so dependent on technology, on advances in technology and

  understanding of that technology. Invariably the pilot with the fleeter, faster and better armoured craft will triumph in an engagement. Hence the frenzied development of the fighter over the last

  century, a development which took a quantum leap into the air when the Luftwaffe, in the dying days of World War II, brought the jet-powered Me 262 out of the hangar. The Me 262 was produced too

  late to save the Third Reich but it was the writing in the sky for the future of the fighter pilot and his charge. The Korean War of 1950–3 was the last major war to see the use of

  propeller-driven fighter. Since then, the fighter pilot has become an ever more accomplished jet-powered technocrat. The F-16s, Tornados and Harriers which screamed over the skies of Vietnam, the

  Falklands and the Gulf were computerised, hitec, multi-million dollar machines that delivered death at a speed and intensity that von Richthofen would have been incapable of even imagining. Such

  indeed is the speed of modern jet fighters, which in the shape of the Russian Mikoyan MiG-25 “Foxbat” can top March 3, that classic dog fighting is impossible. Jet duels, instead, are

  high-speed passes where the missile-firing protagonists are often miles apart.




  Von Richthofen would, however, recognise much of himself in the man in the contemporary cockpit. The fighter pilot of today, like his forbear, still relies on quick wits, courage, some uncanny

  sixth spatial sense of danger and evasion, plus the deadly hunting instinct. (The first German air units were, incidentally, called Jagdstaffeln or Hunting Squadrons). There is a true

  paradox in the heart of every fighter pilot: he flies the only truly modern weapon, yet uses the same warrior skills as an ancient samurai. The sheer individuality of the fighter pilot, a

  man alone or at most accompanied by one or two crew, also stands out in the epoch of mass, uniformed warfare. Small wonder, then, that history and culture has tended to see the fighter pilot as a

  knight in flying armour, jousting with opponents in a blue battlefield. The Sir Galahad of the Air, in fact




  The pages which follow address the perennial question of the earth-bound: What is it like to be a fighter pilot? Twenty-seven fighter pilots, from World War I to the Gulf, answer that question

  in their own words, from their autobiographies, diaries and letters. There are necessarily and happily (for the armchair reader, at least) numerous accounts of aerial combat, but other aspects of

  the fighter pilot’s active service over the last century are not forgotten: R&R in World War I, capture and interrogation by enemy forces in the Gulf, being hospitalised for burns after

  baling out of a flaming Spitfire in the Battle of Britain. For good measure, there is also an account by a USAAF bomb crew member, Beirne Lay, on the few joys of being on the receiving end of a

  fighter pilot’s attention. The book follows a rough time order, to allow the reader to appreciate the changing experience, tactics and machinery of war in the air.




  Scramble! It’s now time to climb into the cockpit . . .




  

    Jon E. Lewis


  




  





  THE WINGS START TO GROW




  DUNCAN GRINNELL-MILNE




  

    

      Grinnell-Milne left the infantry in 1915 for training as a pilot in the Royal Flying Corps. The experience is recorded below.


    


  




  I arrived at Shoreham after dark. On the way from London, or rather during the change of trains at Brighton, I met an officer bound for the same destination. His name was on

  his luggage-labels, together with the address of the particular Reserve Air Squadron which I myself was to join. As he was a subaltern and as I saw no signs of his being a qualified aviator, I was

  not more than usually awed by the fact that he was a Gunner. I had hoped that in aviation he would be as much of a novice as I was, but in the course of conversation he informed me that he had been

  at Shoreham quite a long time, that he was in fact just returning from leave which, I knew, was not usually granted until one had fully qualified. My respect for him increased.




  I asked him about the Squadron. He was very willing to talk and the first impression he gave me was encouraging: few parades, no unnecessary drill, no compulsory church on Sundays, rather more

  liberty than in an infantry regiment – provided, of course, that one “got on well.” That, to me, meant showing promise as a pilot; my head was, so to speak, already in the air.

  And my companion must, I thought, be something of an expert, spending most of each day off the ground, for he told me that he “simply loved the work.”




  But a little later he let fall that he was struggling to qualify as a Squadron Adjutant and had practically given up the idea of becoming an Active Service pilot. Also he told me that no one did

  much flying at Shoreham and that after a few days’ trial many officers returned to their regiments. I was not quite so sure that I was going to “love the work.”




  At Shoreham station a Crossley tender met us – that, at any rate, was a step up from the infantry! – and took us over to the Mess in a bungalow near the sea. There, in addition to an

  air of comfortable informality, I found cheese, biscuits and beer.
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  The next day was Saturday, no parades but attendance at the aerodrome. From the Mess to the aerodrome was perhaps as much as a mile; we were driven there in a Crossley

  tender.




  In the sheds was a collection of aircraft, most of them interesting museum pieces in which we were to be instructed, and two dangerous-looking single-seaters (said to be capable of ninety miles

  an hour!) with which, I was glad to hear, we were to have no dealings whatsoever. There were about half a dozen of us novices and the same number of older pupils. The instructors were pre-war

  regular officers, of the rank of Captain; they had flown in France, had actually been fired at in the air, had survived engine failures, forced landings, rifle fire and what not. We regarded them

  as living evidence that the Age of Heroes had come again.




  During the morning, one of the museum pieces was wheeled from its shed and set down upon the edge of the turf. With much pushing and pulling it was carefully arranged so as to face into the

  wind, although to us laymen the manœuvre was a little obscure, since the bows of the aeroplane were almost identical with its stern. It had an elevator – or stabilizing surface – stuck

  out in front upon curving outriggers of wood, and a double set of stabilizers – or elevators – fixed to wooden spars at the stern. But for the propeller which drove the machine

  inexorably forward and the arrangement of the pilot’s seat and controls, it might have been designed to travel in either direction. Officially it was called after its inventor: a Maurice

  Farman biplane; but it was better known as a “Longhorn,” because of the outriggers to the forward elevator. A slightly more modern sister-ship was called the “Shorthorn,”

  because the inventor had, rather rashly we thought, done away with the outriggers and elevator; and taking them all round the vaches mécaniques of Monsieur Farman’s breeding

  were pleasant beasts. But except for slowness and docility the resemblance to cows ended with the horns. To the uninitiated eye the Longhorn presented such a forest of struts and spars, with floppy

  white fabric drooped over all, it inevitably brought to mind a prosperous seaport in the heyday of sailing ships, whilst piano-wire was festooned everywhere to such an extent that the wrecking of a

  few of these machines before the lines in Flanders would have provided our troops with an impenetrable entanglement. At the sight of the craft before us, we put our heads on one side like puzzled

  terriers.




  Presently the Longhorn’s engine was started up. It was a Renault of uncertain strength, eight-cylindered, air-cooled, small but wonderfully reliable. When running slowly it made a noise

  like a pair of alarm-clocks ticking upon a marble mantelpiece.




  One of the instructors and a senior pupil picked their way through the wire entanglements, stepped over the wooden horns where they curved to the ground to become skids, mounted upon the wheels

  and clambered with a good deal of difficulty into the nacelle. No, it was not a body, nor a fuselage, nor yet a cockpit; it was a nacelle. The same name is used for the things that

  hang beneath balloons, but this nacelle was not of wicker. It was smooth and fairly solid-looking. It recalled the bath in which Marat was murdered. Doubtless to remove this ominous

  impression it had been painted a nice cheerful blue. . . . The pilot and his passenger settled down into their elevated seats, adjusted goggles, helmets, etcetera, and took a long look round as

  though it might be their last. After listening awhile to the engine, the pilot waved hands, attendant mechanics removed wooden blocks from beneath the wheels, and the machine moved forward slowly,

  lurching slightly over the uneven ground like a cow going out to pasture. The alarm-clocks ticked much louder; the mass of shipping, the network of piano-wire, the nacelle with its

  occupants, all hanging rather mysteriously together, moved away at increasing speed. The draught from the propeller rippled the grass, rushing back to make us duck and clutch at our caps.




  When I looked again the Longhorn was scurrying across the aerodrome at the most alarming speed. It seemed impossible that the various parts should still be holding together. The machine hugged

  the ground; the curving horns, the wheels and skids, the tail-booms were all buried in the uncut grass through which the propeller seemed to be blazing a trail, and that and the noise of the

  receding engine made me think of nothing so much as a harvester running amok. I watched, holding my breath. And – lo! – it began to unstick from the earth. It rose a few inches; higher;

  it flew! O wondrous contrivance: “Hail to thee, blithe spirit, bird thou never wert!” Shelley should have been a pilot.
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  Nowadays such a machine in flight would seem ridiculous even to a child; but to us it was impressive enough. It was flying: that alone was sufficient. There in the sky was

  an aeroplane in which we could take a personal interest, in which presently we too would ascend, not as passengers but as pupils. It was very thrilling.




  We watched that antiquated cage of a machine as if it were our own property. We noted the manner of its leaving the ground, followed its course in the distance, observed how it banked at the

  turns, held our breath as it glided in to land as lightly as any thistledown. We forbore from criticism, we did not even remark to each other how, flying into the wind, this Longhorn appeared to

  have solved the problem of hovering like a helicopter, so low against the breeze was its forward speed. Nor did we discuss the value of such a craft in war. No matter what its limitations, this

  machine was to give up to us its one priceless secret, the mystery of how to fly. With luck we might some day progress to swifter, more deadly aircraft, but in this one we would first learn to grow

  our wings. She (it for such a venerable machine is not nearly enough) – she would foster the fledgelings. And out of a hundred craft, her we should never forget. . . .




  We crowded round when she came to rest in front of the sheds. The instructor got down from the nacelle, gave orders for the machine to be put away and strode forward with an

  expressionless face. A pupil braver than the rest of us made so bold as to ask: “Will there be any flying today? Instructional flying?”




  The instructor chewed a piece of grass.




  “No,” he said curtly, “It’s not good enough.”




  There was a thin layer of cloud at about a thousand feet from the ground; the wind speed was perhaps as much as ten miles an hour. Out to sea it was a little misty. No, it was clearly not good

  enough.




  “You didn’t get very high during your flight,” another pupil remarked to the lucky one who had been passenger, a grave individual who seldom spoke to the novices because he had

  been a motor salesman before the war and had then taken a few lessons in piloting which placed him upon a higher level than the rest of us. He pushed his way through our crowd, looking rather grim

  and haughty.




  “Of course we didn’t get high!” he answered, and there was a rebuke in his tone, “We could hardly get off the ground. No lift in the air.”




  He seemed very wise as I watched him stroll away. Here, thought I, was another complexity added to the puzzling business of aviation. One had to study the air. The wind must be of a certain

  strength, the clouds at a given height and of known density. In addition there was something of which I as yet knew nothing. I must learn to sniff the air like an old hound, a flying hound; to

  judge the quality of the atmosphere from the wind upon my cheek; to feel its nature between finger and thumb. Otherwise I might some day embark upon a flight only to find that there was “no

  lift in the air” – whatever that might mean.
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  “In aviation,” a friend of mine was wont to say, “there is as much art as science.” And there is more in this remark than is at first apparent.

  Pursuits there are and professions that demand science and nothing else; for instance one may suppose that splitting the atom or solving the square root of minus one calls for very little art. On

  the other hand certain arts have scant need of science to bring them to fruition. A poet is not necessarily a scientist, not even as much of a chemist as Keats; and that other who “shot an

  arrow in the air” can scarcely have been an accurate observer or he would have calculated the exact spot at which “it fell to earth” – but then perhaps he was not a very

  good poet. And with aeronautics, in its earlier stages, art often seemed to be marching ahead of a science that was in its infancy and waiting for the pilots whose progressive discoveries, be it

  said, were frequently the result of accident.




  I began to glean information concerning my new calling.




  To be successful, I gathered, a pilot must learn to steer a steady course between the Charybdis of “spinning,” the remedy for which was not yet known, and the

  Scylla of diving into the hard, hard ground. “Stalling” – that was a word I heard on everyone’s lips: to lose flying-speed and, in consequence, all control of the machine.

  There were other minor difficulties to be reckoned with, mainly those connected with the strength – or rather the weakness – of the aeroplanes of those days. At all points one

  encountered either the unknown, or else more or less certain structural dangers. It was, they told me, courting death to dive the majority of machines at any appreciable angle, the speed and

  increased strain would pull the wings off. To bank too steeply might involve a sideslip or loss of flying-speed, either of which might quickly develop into the irremediable spin.

  “Looping” had, of course, been done and overdone before the war, but only on machines strong enough to stand the strain. Had anyone attempted to loop a Longhorn, the poor old lady would

  have tied herself into knots. And since looping was of no value by itself it was neither taught nor encouraged on any type of machine.




  Before coming to Shoreham I had been taken up as a passenger several times, so that I had a rudimentary knowledge of flying. But now I perceived what innumerable lessons there were to be

  learned, anxiously, attentively, before one could hope to become an artist worthy of the name of Air Pilot. The whole business was unpleasantly suggestive of tight-rope walking, the margins of

  safety were so narrow. A Longhorn – and a good many other machines for that matter – would leave the ground at under forty miles an hour, and I doubt if her top speed ever exceeded

  forty-six or seven whatever may have been calculated on paper. This gave one a variation of some ten miles an hour; if you went too fast something fell off or snapped; if any slower you stalled,

  spun, dived, slipped one way or another and ended for a certainty by breaking your neck. And then there was the question of the engine. At full power it was just enough to get one safely off the

  ground and to climb high enough for turning, but if you drove along at too great a speed the engine would overheat,  and at the slightest loss of power the nose of the

  machine had to be pushed well down to maintain flying-speed. A tricky business!




  In the Mess we talked a great deal of shop.




  v




  Eighteen is an impressionable age, especially for a budding pilot, so that it is not surprising that the first real lessons – roughly, horribly taught – should

  have been driven into me with such force that I never afterwards forgot them. It happened on a Sunday, my very first Sunday at Shoreham.




  The day of the week did not make much difference to the routine of a Flying Corps squadron. If it were fine and there were machines available and pupils to be taught, instruction took place as

  usual, save that early flying was cancelled, we got up later and spent more time over breakfast. On this particular Sunday, however, the weather was not suitable. A stiff breeze came off the sea

  and the large masses of damp cloud everywhere would have made it far too bumpy for Longhorn work. But we strolled down to the sheds because we were all young enough to enjoy stroking our cows in

  the byre, even if we could not have them brought out for exercise.




  At the aerodrome a treat was in store for us. A brand-new aeroplane of the most modern type had just arrived on a visit. It was being flown around the country upon a series of test flights by a

  well-known pilot from the Royal Aircraft Factory at Farnborough, accompanied by a civilian expert. We gathered about it in silent wonder, mindful of the pilot’s request that we should not

  touch anything.




  It was sheer joy to examine such a machine at close quarters. Those of us who had flown as passengers before coming to Shoreham had seen a good many sorts of ancient aircraft; all the greater

  now was our interest and admiration. The engine of this biplane was in front (like some German machines I had seen before the war), whereas most of those we knew by sight

  had it astern – “pushers” – and the body was long, narrow, neatly shaped. The wings were thicker than those of Maurice Farman machines; they looked solid, strong. The

  bracing wires were no longer cable or piano, they were of a new design: “streamline.” In the pilot’s cockpit was a neat dashboard with instruments. The controls were operated by a

  straight “stick,” not “handlebars” as in the Longhorn; there was a rudder bar instead of pedals. The tanks were said to contain fuel for nearly four hours’ flying, and

  it was evident that in addition to the passenger this aeroplane would be capable of carrying a machine-gun or bombs. An improvement upon older models of the same type, it was believed to attain no

  less than seventy-six miles an hour at full speed. It was known as the B.E.2c.1, its engine was the 90 horse-power “R.A.F.” – the

  letters standing for Royal Aircraft Factory, the home of those expert minds whose latest and most immaculate conception this aeroplane was.




  I gazed at the pilot with envy while my imagination soared faster than the swiftest biplane. Some day I too would wear Flying Corps “Wings” upon the left breast of my tunic, I too

  would steer a wonderful B.E.2c. and learn to manœuvre it with graceful ease. I would fly such a machine in France; my wings would darken the skies above the expectant battle-front, the

  enemy’s secrets would be disclosed to me. At my approach Zeppelins would hurry home, their huge sheds leap up in flames beneath my deadly rain of bombs, Berlin would pass sleepless nights.

  And at the end I would make a perfect landing before the assembled heads of the Flying Corps. . . .




  So much for the colourful imagination of extreme youth.




  At lunch in the Mess that day we were very quiet, listening in awed silence to the instructors and the pilot from Farnborough, discussing technicalities almost entirely over our heads. It was

  thrilling to hear the names of famous airmen bandied familiarly about, to hear of all the different types of aeroplanes with exaggerated speeds which we might hope to fly, and particularly to hear

  this so experienced pilot (a test-pilot!) give his views on how to do this and that, how to turn quickly and with almost vertical banking, how to do a spiral glide, how to deal with the

  ever-mysterious “spinning” and so on. It was rumoured that this pilot had frequently looped, and had even looped a B.E.2c! We listened attentively, trying to pick up what crumbs we

  might from his learned conversation.




  There had been talk of the test-pilot staying the night at Shoreham; he had landed because of the bad weather. But during the afternoon it cleared up considerably and the wind, although still

  strong, showed signs of abating. He decided to leave. We hurried down to the aerodrome to watch him go.




  The beautiful machine was wheeled forward, her engine started, warmed up. The test-pilot and his civilian passenger donned much leather flying clothing, climbed into their seats. The engine

  having been run up and found satisfactory, the wooden chocks were removed, the machine turned and taxied out to the far side of the aerodrome. A short pause, and the pilot gave the engine full

  throttle, taking off obliquely towards the sheds.




  Against the wind the machine rose at once and began to climb steeply. The pilot waved farewell as he passed us by, about fifty feet up, heading west into the sunlight. Against the bright sky the

  machine was silhouetted, hard to see beyond the end of the sheds. But, as we watched, shading our eyes, there came to us suddenly the spluttering of a starved engine. The steady roar of the exhaust

  died down, the nose of the machine dropped. And now this too expert pilot made his great mistake.




  In the course of the short flight, he had attained a height of about one hundred and fifty feet and had crossed the boundary of the aerodrome. A road, a line of telegraph wires were beneath him,

  ahead a series of small meadows intersected by ditches. Rough ground, but possible in an emergency, especially as the strong wind against him would make the run on landing exceptionally short.

  There was, strictly speaking, no alternative for a safe, a wise pilot. But this pilot was exceedingly clever, and he wanted to save his beautiful new machine from damage. Not that it would have

  suffered anything worse than a broken under-carriage, possibly a smashed propeller, from the forced landing; he wished to avoid even that much. And so he tried something which, in this instance, he

  had not one chance in a thousand of bringing off. He turned back to the aerodrome.




  In the very few seconds that followed I remember feeling, in spite of my utter ignorance of piloting, an intense admiration for the brilliant way in which he handled the machine. Without a

  moment’s hesitation he turned down wind as quickly and as flatly as possible so as not to lose the little height he had gained, held a straight course for an instant, then over the sheds

  began another sharp turn that, when completed, would bring him into wind with a space of fifty or sixty yards of smooth ground on which to land. Actually it was just possible of achievement,

  although as I see it now he was taking a terrible risk; but the whole performance was cut too fine. He failed by much more than inches.




  As he came towards the sheds his speed down wind seemed terrific, yet in trying to maintain his height he had in fact lost the essential flying-speed. He was stalling even as he banked over the

  sheds. The nose went down with a jerk in the first turn of a spin. He missed the roof by a miracle, but within a second of the machine’s disappearance behind the shed we were horrified to

  hear an appalling crash.




  Naturally we rushed forward in spite of the first-shouted order that all pupils should stand back – the sight of a probably fatal crash, it was rightly thought, might upset some of us

  – we had to see; we ran for it. Beyond the shed the new aeroplane lay flat on the ground, a mass of wreckage. Both men sat in their smashed cockpits motionless. Unconscious or dead? We

  were not long in doubt for worse was to follow. As we came nearer the wreck from which mechanics were already trying to extricate pilot and passenger, there was a flicker of flame from beneath the

  fuselage. And all at once the mechanics sprang back as with a roar a great flame shot up from the burst petrol tank. It swept back over the passenger; when it reached the pilot he moved uneasily,

  seemed to shake himself, fumbled with his safety belt, then jumped out just in time, his clothing on fire.




  There were cries for extinguishers, for axes to hack through the broken wings, for help to pull away the wreckage, for the ambulance – for anything and everything to save the passenger. He

  was still in the machine and still alive. Mercifully he did not recover consciousness – afterwards it was found that his skull had been fractured in the crash – but he kept on moving.

  And we were powerless. The extinguishers had no effect upon thirty gallons of blazing petrol. The strong wind blew the flames into his face. Before our very eyes he was burnt to death, roasted. It

  took a long time; it was ghastly. . . .




  The fire died down, smouldered awhile, went out. The wind dropped; the sun set and the sky glowed with rare beauty. But we pupils walked back to the Mess in glum silence.
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  Upon the following morning all officers were summoned to the squadron office. We expected the summons, although I do not quite know what we expected to hear. I suppose

  that, amongst other things, we thought to be given news of the pilot in hospital, but possibly to be complimented upon the vain efforts we had made to penetrate the barrier

  of fire, and upon the sang-froid we had shown afterwards. Perhaps more than anything we hoped to hear that the fire had not been so intense as our eyes had led us to believe, that the unfortunate

  victim had in some way been protected – by his goggles, by his flying helmet or by his leather clothing – from the devouring fury of the flames, so that there might be a chance of his

  recovery. Or did we hope to be told that something mysterious had gone wrong with this new aeroplane, something very startling and unusual which could not occur again, that flying was not like

  this, horrible, cruel?




  The Squadron-commander strode into the office, flung his cap upon the table, drew a cane chair forward. Placing one foot upon the chair, he rested an elbow on his knee.




  “With regard to this unfortunate and unnecessary happening,” he began harshly, “the first and only thing to do is to find out the causes of the accident, to see where the pilot

  was to blame so as to learn what lessons we may. Now in this particularly stupid case . . .”




  I thought him terribly callous.




  “A pilot must never turn down wind at a low altitude when faced with the possibility of a forced landing.




  “A pilot in difficulties after leaving the ground must keep straight on.




  “A pilot must save himself and his passengers first, not the aeroplane. It is better to smash wheels and propeller than burn a man to death.




  “A pilot must take particular care to maintain flying-speed after engine failure. . . .”




  Those were the lessons. If the manner of their teaching was hard, it was also effective.
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  It was a long time between this accident and the start of my regular training in the air. After one preliminary flight many days passed before I

  was again taken up. Bad weather, too few machines and instructors, too many pupils were the real causes of delay; but I began to fret and to wonder if discrimination rather than luck was not

  responsible for my name so seldom being called when the Longhorns stood in fantastic array upon the turf. I remembered the words heard on the evening of my arrival from the would-be adjutant: that

  little flying was done at Shoreham and that many pupils returned in disgust to their regiments. I had no intention of leaving the Flying Corps until I had had a fair chance of becoming a proficient

  pilot, but the slowness of the commencement was discouraging.




  Nearly two weeks had gone by when one evening I was noticed as I stood disconsolate in front of the sheds. An instructor saw me and beckoned. We embarked in a Longhorn; I was given a flight

  lasting nearly half an hour. And after that things moved more quickly. Several days in succession were marked by flights either in the stillness of very early morning or in the calm of late

  afternoon. I began to know my way about a Longhorn. The forest of struts did not grow any thinner, but meaning and order came to it. It no longer took me minutes to thread an anxious path through

  the wires; I learnt to scramble quickly into my seat in the nacelle where the controls were at last becoming familiar. I was allowed to feel those controls while flying. After half a dozen

  flights I was even permitted to land and take off with only slight assistance from the instructor. In the air I could sense some connection, however vague, between the harmonium pedals working the

  rudder and the handlebars shaped like a pair of spectacles which gave lateral control. Presently I felt sure that I was making steady progress.
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  One cold grey morning a few of us were gathered upon the stretch of tarmac in front of the sheds expecting to enjoy that most exquisite of amusements, the sight of

  another’s embarrassment, agony and discomfiture. One of our number, a man who had come to Shoreham before me and who had done considerably more flying, was to go for

  his first solo flight. He had been warned the night before, after half an hour in the air with the senior instructor.




  “You’ll go solo at dawn tomorrow,” he had been told briefly. And if for “go solo” the words “be shot” had been substituted he could not have been more

  upset.




  Anxious though we were to be taken up for instruction, we hoped that first of all we should be permitted to witness the unfortunate man’s departure. Secretly, I think we rather hoped that

  he would crash – not badly, we wished him no harm, but just enough to provide us with real entertainment. Before one’s own turn comes, one is apt to be merciless – not only in

  aviation.




  We were discussing the prospects of this little quiet fun at another’s expense, when the instructors came from the office. One of them marched up to our group; as he passed I caught his

  eye. He stopped. Ah-ha, I thought, this is where I put in some more instructional flying. But the winged Hero was regarding me thoughtfully with something in his eye that reminded me of a hungry

  tiger looking at his meat.




  “How much dual control have you done?” he asked.




  “Three hours and twenty minutes,” I answered, hopeful that so small an amount would induce him to give me more at once.




  “H’m –” he muttered, still looking at me fixedly. “Do you think you could go solo?”




  The question staggered me. All my past lies flashed before me, whirled in my head and merged into one huge thumping fib.




  “Yes,” I answered, and at once regretted it.




  “Very well then –” The instructor’s voice was kind now, like that of a surgeon about to announce the necessity for a major operation. “Very well, take up Longhorn

  Number 2965.”2




  Behind me there was a titter of mirth, but it evoked no response on my part. My hour had struck before I was prepared. I knew nothing whatever about flying, and it was

  far too early in the morning and it was cold and I hadn’t had my breakfast or said my prayers. I was doomed and I knew it. I felt like asking for a priest. . . . Walking blindly forward, I

  put on my flying cap.




  Against the wings and struts of Longhorn Number 2965 mechanics were idly leaning. They made no move as I approached, gave me no more than a quick glance. They knew well enough that I was a

  pupil, that unless I came to a machine with an instructor there was nothing doing. But when I began to clamber into the nacelle they stopped talking and looked at one another uneasily.




  “I am taking this machine up, Flight-Sergeant,” I announced boldly.




  There was a nasty sort of silence during which I felt that behind my back signs were being made indicating doubt of my sanity. At length I heard a subdued voice say, “Very good, sir.

  Switch off?”




  “Switch off,” I replied, nervously settling into the front seat of that nacelle, which now seemed as lonely as an autocrat’s throne. At my back whispering mechanics

  turned the propeller. “Contact?” came a voice like that of an undertaker.




  For a moment I gave myself up to the wild and wonderful hope that the engine was not going to start. They had to pull it round twice. And then it clitter-clattered into life and I knew that I

  was “for it.” Adjusting the throttle to slowest running, I stared round fearfully at the ghastly collection of struts, tail-booms and spars that had once again resolved itself into a

  dense forest in which I should presently be as lost as any Babe in the Wood. Through wire entanglements I caught sight of two mechanics grinning at me. Horrible ghouls, gloating over my forthcoming

  demise! Was there no way out? I turned my face to the morning sky where the light was still growing. Like the tenor in Tosca I had never loved life so much. Not a breath of wind anywhere, save the slight draught of the slowly revolving propeller. I sniffed the air, and inspiration came to me. Perhaps if I got out of the nacelle and strolled

  nonchalantly over to the sheds murmuring, “No lift in the air,” I should be granted a reprieve. I looked hastily over the side. Below stood the instructor.




  “Get well out across the aerodrome before you take off,” he said. “And don’t taxi too fast.”




  I nodded, speechless, and buckled up the safety-belt.




  ix




  In those days the newspapers still occasionally referred to an aeroplane pilot as “the intrepid rider,” and upon the instant when Longhorn and I rose gently

  into the air I came to know that the expression referred to me. I was intrepid whether I liked it or not. And I was certainly a rider. I squatted rigidly upright upon the edge of my elevated seat,

  holding the handlebars delicately between forefinger and thumb, treading the rudder pedals as though I were walking upon unbroken eggs. Behind me the alarm-clocks ticked relentlessly; ahead that

  tea-tray of an elevator held not only my gaze but all my hopes of surviving the adventure.




  Ah, that forward elevator, what a blessing it was! It gave one something to look at, something to guide one in keeping the nose of the machine at the right level. If you kept it on or just below

  the horizon you were safe – until the time came to make a turn. Then you put the nose down lower still. Never make a level turn, still less a climbing one – that was bound to be fatal.

  Before putting on any bank push the stick forward a little to increase the speed. . . . I was remembering my lessons, anxiety was diminishing. I looked quickly about me. Everything seemed to be all

  right. But it would not last unless I continued to be very, very careful. I glued my eyes to the front elevator.




  Presently, without daring to move my head, I rolled my eyes towards the instruments. The altimeter was recording something. I was indeed off the ground: nearly four hundred feet! It was

  exhilarating at this altitude. But only momentarily so; I had to get back. My wrist-watch showed that I had been in the air for no less than three minutes. Underneath the elevator, Worthing pier

  was beginning to come close. Yes, I had to get back! Without great skill this turn would be my last. . . .




  Nose down; a slight movement of the handlebars; the machine banked slowly. Softest pressure of the foot; she began to turn. I repeated my lessons aloud: “Beware of stalling. Beware of

  spinning. Don’t push the nose down too far, or you’ll strain the engine or pull the wings off or something. Gently does it!” The bungalows of Shoreham came in sight. “Now

  – off rudder, off bank – steady! Level up, watching the elevator. And watch the speed-gauge too. Fifty-three miles an hour? Oh, that’s far too much! Up with the nose –

  gently – just a ve-ry lee-tle. There!” I had completed my first turn.




  The aerodrome came towards me again, passed by directly underneath. I risked a glance over the side. There was quite a crowd of pupils on the tarmac. They were staring up, watching me; I was on

  my first solo and it was proving to be successful! But I was not home yet and pride comes before a fall. Hurriedly I touched wood, there was a lot of it round me. . . . The speed indicator showed

  thirty-eight. Too slow! Down with the nose – but gently. Unless I was gentle as a nursing mother something dreadful would happen. I would spin into the ground and wake up to find, at

  best, wings very different from those I coveted sprouting from between my shoulder-blades.




  Not far from Brighton I made my second turn and headed back into wind. Then over Shoreham town I pushed the nose firmly down and pulled back the throttle. Longhorn commenced to glide towards the

  aerodrome. The air-speed settled down to a steady forty-two. I had entered the last phase.




  In the very early days machines used to be flown down with the engine almost full out, a procedure considered necessary to maintain flying-speed. Of course the majority

  of the early aviators never had to come down from any very great height or they would have found it a tiresome business; but the first time that a pilot (whose engine, it so happened, had failed at

  a considerable altitude) glided down to his landing something new and wonderful was discovered. The French called it a vol plane, the British Press a “Death Dive”. It was

  that morbid expression which I remembered as Longhorn bore me earthwards.




  Not that I found, on this occasion more than on any other, that gliding itself was unpleasant. It was the prospect of landing that I dreaded. All had gone well so far. Longhorn was still intact,

  making a happy rustling sound as she sailed slowly through the calm air. On the green surface of the aerodrome the sun shone, the wind rippled the long grass. But what was going to happen when

  these two met, the aeroplane and the aerodrome? I was sure I could never bring myself – alone, unaided – to “flatten out” at just the right moment. There would not be much

  noise, I thought; a heavy crunch and then struts, spars, wires, white fabric would all collapse and fold themselves about me. I would remain sitting in the crushed nacelle until they sent a

  party from the sheds to liberate me; and their laughter would be restrained only if I were seriously hurt.




  Meanwhile the ground seemed to be coming up in normal fashion. The broad river curving towards the sea glinted darkly, momentous as Rubicon. But Longhorn did not falter; she crossed it, and was

  at just the right height on passing the tall bank at the eastern side of the aerodrome. The sun still shone. I could see the daisies in the grass beneath me. Time to flatten out. With the utmost

  gentleness I pulled back the handlebars, treading nervously on the harmonium pedals to bring the nose dead into wind. The front elevator rose, the noise of wind in the wires died away. I stared

  ahead like a hypnotized rabbit. From directly underneath there came a hollow rumble, from further astern a scraping sound; the machine shook, gave a gentle lurch. Still keeping my head rigidly to

  the front I squinted down at the speed indicator. Nothing! At the altimeter – Zero. . . . I looked boldly over the side. The grass was very near, almost motionless, I could see each blade.

  Fuzz from a dandelion blew slowly past the lower plane. I had landed.




  As I taxied back to the sheds two mechanics came out to guide the machine in. They were still grinning. Never have I seen smiles of such seraphic beauty.




  “How did you get on?” a fellow pupil asked.




  “Oh, all right,” I answered carelessly. “But – not much lift in the air.”




  Back at the Mess I ate the heartiest breakfast of my life.




  x




  Not many days later a number of us were transferred at short notice to Gosport, to complete our training and to be attached to a new squadron then being formed. The

  transfer was something of a move up, but to me it was also very alarming. I had got the hang of things at Shoreham; I had done some half a dozen solo flights, I knew the instructors and their ways,

  I was at home in two different Longhorns, and I had learnt to find my way about the country within a radius of as much as three miles in the air. What was going to happen at Gosport? Would the new

  instructors understand me or I them? Would they fly in the same manner? Would their machines be the same? There were many different types at Gosport; would I be expected to fly them all? If I were

  not taken up again soon I might forget the little I had learnt. The very air might be different; it might not have as much lift as at Shoreham. It was all very disquieting.




  And indeed for the first few days at the new station I was not altogether happy. The quarters were uncomfortable, my kit had not arrived, the place was overcrowded, and overcrowded not only with

  pupils but with a lot of people who already had their “Wings” and would scarcely speak to the novices. Worst of all when I arrived there was only one Longhorn available for training; a

  queue waited to fly her.




  There were also, it is true, a couple of Shorthorns, but my log-book showed that I had not yet been up in one and the shortage of instructors prevented my being given the necessary dual-control

  flights. The trouble with a Shorthorn was that it had no nice tea-tray elevator in front with which to judge the correct flying angle, and thus the first impression to a Longhorn pilot was rather

  perilous, as if he were hanging head down over a balcony. I stationed myself close to the only Longhorn and pestered everyone who came by to let me take her up.




  In this way I managed to get in an occasional flight, accomplished safe landings, broke nothing. But progress was distressingly slow. I began to think that perhaps I was fated to remain a

  Longhorn pilot all my days; at times I even hoped so, for some of the other machines at Gosport were rather terrifying. There were B.E.s of various categories – and the last B.E. I had seen

  had been the burning wreck at Shoreham – there were Caudrons with powerful 80 horse-power “Gnome” engines, Bleriot monoplanes, Martinsyde scouts and many others. I did not know

  which I should have chosen for my own; they all seemed wonderfully fast, modern, powerful, and all a trifle dangerous to the eye of a novice.




  One fine evening after I had completed a practice flight in the Longhorn, a friendly young instructor took me over to look at a Caudron from close quarters. She was a nice little machine with

  engine and propeller in front, a small boat-shaped body for two people, and wooden tail-booms running back to the elevator and rudders. She could do about sixty miles an hour when hard pressed.




  The instructor climbed up, inviting me into the passenger seat in front of him. It was a bit cramped and I did not at all like the way a piece of cowling, removed to let me enter, was bolted

  down behind me to prevent my falling out. I was afraid that if the machine crashed that front seat would become a death-trap. But I said nothing and a moment later the

  engine was started.




  I held my breath as we took off, but except for the engine smelling abominably and making a great deal of noise (it was the first time I had flown behind a rotary engine) I enjoyed the flight

  thoroughly. I was with an excellent pilot and I felt quite safe after all in the front seat. This was, for me, a new type of aeroplane, a new experience about which I would be able to talk in the

  Mess. All too soon it was over. I was rather surprised when we landed in the middle of the aerodrome and when, turning round, I saw the pilot getting out of his seat although the engine was still

  running. I unbolted the cowling at my back and started to get out too, thinking that perhaps something had gone wrong and that I could help. But by now the pilot was standing on the grass, buzzing

  the engine on and off by means of a switch at the side of the body. He signed to me not to get down but to climb into the pilot’s seat.




  “Try the controls,” he said between buzzes.




  I tried them. They seemed all right. Lateral control was by “warping” the wing instead of by aileron; it seemed rather stiff, but I supposed that very little would be necessary for

  normal bank. The rudder control was much lighter.




  “She needs a bit of left rudder in the air,” the pilot remarked. “And you can leave the throttle control there –” He indicated the position. “– all the

  time you’re flying, but hold on to it. Cut it down a little when you want to glide, and use your thumb-switch. Understand?”




  I nodded intelligently, thinking it all over and trying to remember some of it for future reference.




  “All right,” he went on, “don’t stay up for more than twenty minutes. Off you go!”




  “Off I go?” I repeated, unable to believe my ears.




  He wagged his head cheerfully and let go of the switch. The machine began to move forward.




  I cried out anxiously, but the engine was making a horrible noise and I had forgotten where the switch was. The pilot did not hear me.




  “Don’t forget,” he shouted as he skipped out of the way of the tail-booms, “don’t forget that she stalls at forty-two!”




  I stared forward helplessly, hopelessly, The machine was bounding over a stretch of uneven ground, swinging wildly from side to side. Which rudder had he told me to use? Left or right? I tried

  each in turn, gradually discovering how to keep the nose straight while fumbling around with my left hand to find the switch. My fingers encountered the throttle lever, pushed it forward to the

  position the instructor had indicated. The engine roared with satisfaction. The tail came off the ground, I felt myself being lifted in my seat. Instinctively – already it was becoming an

  instinct! – I eased back the control stick to prevent the machine from falling on her nose. The bumping and bounding suddenly ceased – merciful heavens, I was off the ground!




  My immediate reaction was one of far greater apprehension than I had experienced upon my first solo. Then, for all my ignorance, I had really been quite comfortable in a Longhorn seat. Now

  everything was unfamiliar. I could not see ahead; there was a flame-spitting, whirling mass of cylinders and propeller in front of the frail boat in which I squirmed. And wherever I looked there

  seemed to be struts or wings to obscure the view – except of the departing earth. I held the stick firmly in what I judged to be a neutral position and watched the speed gauge.




  I found the switch at last, but now I deemed it wiser to go on. I had very little spare flying speed. If I tried to land I should come down like a cast-iron pancake, smashing the machine to

  matchwood. Besides, there was a line of trees ahead – about the only thing I could see – somehow I would have to get over them before finding safety. No use getting upset, I had to make

  a circuit of the aerodrome if I wanted to live to tell that young instructor what I thought of him. Clutching desperately at the throttle and stick I was borne aloft thinking upon Elijah.




  Compared to a Longhorn this Caudron was speedy and climbed remarkably fast. In no more than ten minutes I had reached a height of one thousand feet. She seemed to be climbing too fast. I peered

  hastily at the speed gauge. It was very hard to see, for the cockpit was dark and my eyes were half blinded by the sunset (probably my last) over the Solent towards which I was flying –

  towards which I was being unwillingly carried. At what speed, I wondered, had that awful man told me she would stall? Was it forty-two? Anyway, I was taking no risks. Well above forty-five for me.

  I pushed the stick farther forward – Trial by Jury, slightly parodied, came into my head in tune with the engine’s beat:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              “She might very well stall at forty-five,




              In the dusk with the light behind her.”


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The light was certainly behind the instruments; I had to guess my speed by the feel of the machine, a lesson it was just as well I should learn then and there. Dusk? Yes, that was coming; unless

  I hurried the light would be bad for landing, I should bounce like a tennis ball. I tried a turn. It succeeded better than I had hoped. And of a sudden I felt a new confidence coming to me. This

  was fine, this was real flying, better than Longhorn. I made another turn. The light was on the instruments now, I felt much happier. Height two thousand feet, speed fifty-one, revolutions per

  minute one thousand and fifty; everything smooth and comfortable. I looked out of the boat and down.




  Fort Grange was directly underneath; the aerodrome a little to my left. Ahead the houses of Gosport; in distant Portsmouth lights were already beginning to twinkle in the streets. I throttled

  down, buzzing the engine to keep the propeller turning. The machine glided slowly but extraordinarily steeply, I found; it was so nearly a dive that I watched the ground over the top plane. The

  summer air grew pleasantly warmer as I came lower, and greatly daring I essayed a turn on the glide. It was easier than I had thought, for there was not a bump or a pocket in the air on this quiet

  August evening.




  Above the sheds, still a good fifty feet up, I straightened out, began calculating my landing point. A sidelong glance at the tarmac showed me the young instructor looking up from among a group

  of other pilots. He was very tall and therefore known as “Tiny.” I hoped that he was proud of his pupil. I felt angry no more. Rather I wanted to laugh and shake him by the hand. I was

  glad that he had had confidence enough in my abilities to send me off upon this delightful machine. . . .




  The landing held all my thoughts. Shakily I buzzed the engine as though I were sending out an SOS, drew the stick back gently, gradually, guessing the distance to the ground. The rush of wind

  died away; the nose came up steadily; the tail sank. I looked at the air-speed: dangerously near to the fatal forty-two mark, then just under. The machine sank a little, slowing down. And but for

  the rumbling of the wheels and the scratch of the tail-booms over stones beneath the grass, I should not have known that I had landed.
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  There followed a spell of exceptionally fine weather, during which I was sent up two or three times every day for short flights on the Caudron, the Longhorn, or

  occasionally on one of the Shorthorns. But in spite of my new confidence I was still very cautious in the air, and on the ground I found myself always listening for useful hints that might be

  dropped by those Winged Heroes, the fully-fledged pilots. There were plenty of minor crashes, but none so ghastly or so close to me as that first one at Shoreham, and I fancy that those of us who

  had survived the moral effect of that disaster were no longer much disturbed by other people’s misfortunes. And yet some of the mysterious happenings to experienced

  aviators filled me every now and then with anxiety for the future. There was a limit it seemed to the wisdom of even the best pilots; what on earth – or in the air – could I be expected

  to do in circumstances with which they themselves did not know how to deal?




  The newly forming squadron at Gosport was being equipped with B.E.2c. Aeroplanes. A pilot whom I knew and liked was sent to bring one from a depot near London. When he landed he became at once

  the centre of an admiring crowd, for the B.E. with its latest improvements and its 90 horsepower engine was a novelty and highly thought of. The pilot gave a half-humorous account of his

  flight.




  “It was very bumpy over Winchester,” he announced, “and the dirty beast tried to spin on me!”




  Exclamations of interest were followed by many questions. How had it started? What was it like, how serious had it been, what had he done to correct it? His answers were calmly given, but they

  were not very clear. I at least could gather little or nothing from them; a spin remained something mysterious and deadly, a danger from which there was no salvation, which attacked one suddenly

  and for no reason in mid-air. I must watch for signs of that spin as a traveller through unexplored country might watch for a savage ambush.




  The little Caudron, however, was perfectly safe; she had never been known to spin. Providing one did not stall her, she would give no trouble. She was strong, had a low landing-speed, required a

  comparatively short run for taking off and was more or less fool-proof in the air. Her one weakness was that whirling incinerator of an engine. But in spite of occasional trouble, I developed a

  great affection for the little machine. In her I made my first long cross-country flights and enjoyed my first two forced landings. I say “enjoyed” retrospectively, because I managed to

  bring them both off successfully, not because I was at all happy at the time they occurred.
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  It happened one day that, when I was about to leave on a cross-country flight in the Caudron, a letter had to be delivered urgently to a senior officer at that moment

  inspecting the reserve Squadron at Shoreham. With some formality and many cautions not to tarry on the way, I was entrusted with the despatch.




  To say that I was pleased to revisit in so smart a machine the scene of my first trembling solo would be far short of the truth. It mattered not to me that the despatch was of no real importance

  and that a copy was being sent by post; at being selected to perform this mission I was as elated as if I had won the Derby Sweep. It was a glorious morning, the engine sang a crackling paean of

  triumph; I flew via Fareham, Chichester, Arundel and Lancing. After much climbing, the Caudron reached a height of four thousand feet; below me small puffs of cloud drifted slowly astern. I felt

  rather reckless in thus flying above them, they gave such an impression of altitude; but I was beginning to know the look of the country from the air. I could distinguish between a railway and a

  river, between forests and factory chimneys.




  Everything went well on the way out and I reached Shoreham in good time, looking down proudly before commencing the glide. Some of the less fortunate pupils of my day were still being taught

  there. I fancied I could discern one or two of them in the drooping Longhorns slowly circling the aerodrome. I switched off and dived earthwards – dived, because gliding in a Caudron, except

  that it was delightfully slow, resembled in angle of descent the “Death Dive” of the newspapers. Over the sheds I buzzed the engine a good deal and did one gentle turn of a spiral so as

  to make sure of having an audience, then straightening out, came lower and – glory be! – made a very decent landing.




  To complete the impression of efficiency I taxied in very fast, and in a Caudron that meant with the tail off the ground to avoid the braking effect of the tail-booms in

  the grass. More by luck than by good judgment, I switched off in the nick of time, fetching up on the edge of the tarmac, my propeller almost touching a Longhorn’s rudder. A few yards away a

  group of officers stood watching; I spied my senior officer amongst them. Wishing to complete my performance as smartly as possible, I sprang lightly from the pilot’s seat, forgot the control

  wires which ran aft to the tail and, tripping over a cable, fell flat on my face. I began to regret that all the pupils were now assembled in front of the sheds; I could see wide grins on several

  familiar faces. However, picking myself up I limped clear of the Caudron with a barked shin, and hastened to deliver my despatch to the senior officer. He smiled, thanked me warmly; and when he

  added that I had made a very nice landing and that he hoped I had not hurt myself, I felt as proud as though I were the dying patriot reporting to the Emperor at Ratisbon.




  In the Mess they treated me as if I already had my Wings. Even the No-lift-in-the-air motor salesman (still there) deigned to talk with me. I told him the Caudron was very apt to

  spin.
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  But upon the return journey I paid for the pride and joy of the morning. I had had a swim and an excellent lunch; had I been my own master I should also have had a short

  siesta. When at length I soared into the air, watched by a crowd of envious pupils, and set course for Gosport I felt – for the first time in my life in an aeroplane – really

  happy, almost drowsy. The engine no longer seemed to emit a menacing roar, but rather to hum a regular, slightly monotonous lullaby. The air had all the requisite “lift” in it, there

  were no bumps, it was warm even at two thousand five hundred feet and the sky was cloudless all the way to Gosport. I leaned back, very nearly at my ease.




  On the way home I followed the seashore to see from the air a coast I had long known on the ground. Ahead, Hayling Island came gradually into my ken. I had done a course in machine-gunnery there

  before joining the Flying Corps and I thought that I would like to look more closely at so familiar a locality. After passing over it I should, of course, have to turn inland to avoid the

  prohibited area of Portsmouth; that would involve quite a long detour by Fareham. But there was plenty of time before sunset; the evening was calm, clear, and of such beauty as to make the

  temptation to stay up a little longer irresistible to a young airman.




  Presently I was above marshes and mudflats and the arms of the quiet sea encircling the island. I began to recognize roads, lanes, cottages, clumps of trees, to see paths down which I had rushed

  perspiringly with weighty pieces of Vickers or Lewis guns. I smiled contentedly from the superior position to which I had advanced. . . . Perhaps it was over-confidence that did it. I don’t

  know. At all events there was a sudden change of note in the engine’s steady music, then a slowing down and much vibration. From rhythmical roaring the explosions dwindled until they were

  like nothing more than a faint crackling of ice in a cocktail-shaker. Then they ceased altogether. The silence seemed immense. And with it came a nasty pain in the pit of my stomach: two thousand

  feet up, an amateur pilot, and no engine! This must be the end. I fumbled around desperately; wiggled the throttle lever, tried the switch, buried my head in the cockpit to see if the petrol was

  properly turned on, fumbled some more.




  When I took my head out of the cockpit I found that the noise of wind in the wings and wires had unaccountably died away. The rudder bar and control stick seemed strangely easy to move. And the

  nose of the machine was dropping heavily, uncontrollably . . . I was stalling – about to spin? Without thinking or hesitating I pushed the stick hard forward. The Caudron gathered speed; and

  within two seconds I was sighing my relief, wind had come back to the wires, feeling to the controls. I flattened to a more normal glide and began to do some quick thinking.




  What were my lessons? “Keep straight on, don’t lose flying-speed.” Well, after a moment’s panic I was doing that all right. The next step? “Make sure of the

  direction of the wind.” At Shoreham I had been heading directly into it, how was it here? I gazed earthwards. There was a ripple of air over the cornfields, too erratic to be a sure guide. A

  herd of cows was obstinately refusing to obey the laws of bovine nature, for not two faced the same way. No sailing craft at sea, no flags on the houses. Ah, smoke from a cottage chimney! I had

  never seen household smoke so friendly. Country people should always let their chimneys smoke to help poor airmen in distress. I took the wind’s bearing with precision, turned into it at

  once. Now? “Choose the field in which you intend to land, and choose it as early as you can.” A glance at the altimeter – less than fifteen hundred feet – I hung over the

  side, goggling at the earth. Choose? Not so easy. There were innumerable fields, but only a few large enough. I examined those few attentively, Marshes! Or else green mud from which the tide had

  receded. . . . Under a thousand feet now. No time to lose. I had been told that, from long periods of sitting still in the air, an airman’s chief trouble was constipation. In this business of

  forced landing I fancied I had found a certain cure; I wanted that field for more reasons than one.




  And at last, just in time, I found it. The only smooth bit of pasture, it seemed, for miles, but not so very smooth at that. A sort of paddock, small, enclosed on three sides by trees, with a

  tall hedge upon my side. “Aim at the hedge on the near side,” I had been taught. I did so and found that I was too high. Another lesson came back to me: “if you think you are

  going to overshoot make ‘S’-turns so as to lose height. . . .” In the middle of the second turn the engine all at once started again. If it had happened any higher up I might have

  tried to continue the flight, low down it only served to remind me of one more lesson: “Always switch off before a forced landing, to minimize the risk of fire.” I knocked up the switch

  immediately, I might crash and crash badly, but I refused to burn. I could remember no more lessons, there was no time to think of anything else. The machine hopped over the hedge; I commenced

  shakily to flatten out.




  The landing was not too bad, although rather fast – a better fault than stalling! – and all would have been well but for a partly filled in drainage ditch concealed by the grass. I

  was staring ahead, wondering whether I should be able to stop before hitting the trees on the far side of the field, when there came a heavy bump beneath the wheels. The machine swerved, listed to

  port, came to a sudden stop.




  It took me a few moments to recover from the relaxed tension, the joy of safely landing, the surprising stillness of the summer’s evening here on the ground. It seemed very wrong of me to

  have thus brusquely disturbed the dignified quiet of this sweet-smelling field. Then I scrambled out to inspect the damage. It was nothing much. A wheel had been broken in the ditch, a steel

  undercarriage strut twisted. It could all easily be repaired on the spot . . . .




  Solicitous inhabitants crowded round, offering help, advice, congratulations, food and drink, shelter for the night, first-aid or a guard for the machine. I asked for a telephone. This was the

  first time I had broken anything since starting to fly, and now that the anguish of the descent was past I wondered ruefully whether the breaking of a wheel would not put a black mark against my

  name. From the nearest house I ‘phoned through to Go-sport.




  The orderly-officer to whom I spoke was non-committal, he told me to stay where I was and that perhaps help would be forthcoming on the morrow. Then he rang off. I passed an uneasy night despite

  hospitable surroundings. . . .




  But upon the next day, back at Gosport with the repaired Caudron, they said I had not managed so badly for a beginner – although they refused to believe that I had

  not got a girl hidden away on Hayling Island. No one, they said, would land there for less than that.
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  These ugly rumours were soon dispelled. Another and much longer cross-country flight in the same Caudron resulted in a second forced landing, this time at Winchester. And

  not only was it generally agreed by the pilots of Gosport that, with Portsmouth so close, no one in his senses would have a girl in Winchester, but the condition of the “Gnome” engine

  revealed on examination that I could not have flown another yard in any direction.




  I had broken nothing on this landing and I was now considered advanced enough to pilot the famous B.E.2c. As a matter of fact I am not quite sure whether the machine I flew at Gosport was a

  “2c.” or some other earlier category. It had a less powerful engine – an 80 horse-power Renault – cables instead of streamline wires, and wooden skids on the undercarriage.

  Altogether a less modern craft than the ill-fated machine I had seen burned at Shoreham, which had been of the type just coming into fashion.




  But despite some preliminary nervousness due to the rumours of spinning, I soon began to like the B.E. as much and more than the other types I had flown. She was stable, easily manageable if a

  bit heavy on the controls, strongly built. One of the more experienced of the Gosport pilots had been known to loop his B.E. several times and no harm done, although he had not been allowed to

  repeat the performance in front of the novices lest we should be tempted to emulate him, which, frankly, was not very likely. After a few practice flights in this type of machine I was allowed to

  take up my first passengers, luckless young men who little knew into what trembling hands they had trusted their lives. Also I was allowed to fly in windy, bumpy weather that hitherto had been the

  signal for machines to be securely locked in their sheds for the day. . . . I flew over the New Forest, circling above lonely heaths and dark glades and gypsy encampments, retracing a hundred

  boyhood rides. I flew over the Solent and peered into the secret places of that shallow sea whose waters roll over my early dreams. I learned to fly a straight course by compass and to make

  allowance for the wind; I learned how to bank at more than 45 degrees, and how to do a spiral glide from a height of several thousand feet. The war? It seemed far away, but I would be in it soon

  enough.
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  On the ground, during all this time, instruction in rigging and engine fitting went steadily on; occasionally we were given vaguely scientific lectures upon aerodynamics.

  And at length the great day arrived. A few of us who were deemed worthy were driven off in a Crossley tender to the Central Flying School at Upavon to be examined in our knowledge of

  aeronautics.




  That the tests were not entirely easy was a matter of common knowledge. If we passed we would be qualified as pilots, if we failed we would be set back many weeks, perhaps months. Failure was by

  no means unknown. In my own case it happened that I was a little ahead of the customary time, but there were only two things I had cause to dread: that I might not yet have enough flying hours to

  my credit or – much worse – that I should not have sufficiently mastered the Morse Code, a thing which for years had tried my patience. We were required to read messages at a fair

  speed, so many words a minute. My average rate was so many minutes per word. All the way to Upavon I practised with a portable buzzer.




  The examination started as soon as we had disembarked, and I quickly found that it was less terrifying than I had been led to expect. I was conducted round the sheds by a venerable naval airman

  – anything over thirty with pre-war flying experience was considered venerable – who asked all the hard questions of which I had had warning and who seemed

  surprised that I could also answer the easy ones. Another old gentleman – his hair was grey at the temples – took me to the repair shops and asked me what most generally went wrong with

  “Gnome” engines. From personal experience with the Caudron I was able to tell him quite a lot of things, in the manner of an expert, and I gathered from his friendly smile that I had

  scored a good mark. Then came the Morse. In a darkened shed a nasty little lamp flashed irritatingly before my dazed eyes. Pencil and paper were handed to me; I made a pretence of scrawling. And to

  my amazement the dots and dashes assembled themselves in the correct order. The letters, even the words came out right. But I must have been helped by some guardian angel, for never again was I

  able to repeat the performance.




  The dreaded business was over. In the cool of the evening we motored home, singing and occasionally stopping at a way-side pub to drink to our own success.
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  Before leaving Upavon I had made fairly sure that I had qualified, but the official result was not announced at Gosport until a day or two later. At length the news came

  through. I was summoned to the squadron office to hear it. The Squadron-commander beamed, offered congratulations. I was no more a fledgeling, he said, I was a pilot, a member of the Corps,

  entitled to wear the badge and uniform, sic itur ad astra and so on. But to me it meant even more than that. I felt that I was no longer temporarily “attached” to the Flying

  Corps; I was permanently devoted.




  In a momentarily serious frame of mind I hurried from the office and across the sunlit barrack square of Fort Grange. Barely six weeks previously, at Shoreham, I had seen a man burnt to death

  because of a pilot’s error. Since then I had learnt to fly. I had made no fatal errors so far, I must see to it that I made none in the future. I had been taught all

  the essential lessons. Now to apply them.




  In the tailor’s shop I watched a man sew the Wings to my tunic. When this was done I went to the sheds and had the old training machine brought out. By my orders and upon my responsibility

  she was started up. As soon as she was ready I took her into the air. For half an hour I flew steadily and, in a Longhorn, for the last time.




  

    

      Grinnell-Milne was captured, after a forced landing, in winter 1915. He escaped from a German POW camp two and half years later, returning to active service on the

      Western Front in May 1918.


    


  




  







  THE RED AIR FIGHTER




  MANFRED VON RICHTHOFEN




  

    

      At first in the cavalry, von Richthofen joined the German air force to become commander of the 11th Chasing Squadron (“Richthofen’s Flying Circus”),

      where his habit of painting his aircraft red earned him the soubriquet of “The Red Baron”. The victor in 80 aerial combats, and thus the highest-ranking ace of World War I, he was

      mortally shot down himself on the morning of 21 April 1918 during an encounter with Sopwith Camels of No 209 Squadron RAF. His brother Lothar, who survived the war, was also a fighter ace, with

      40 confirmed victories. The extracts below are from Rittmeister Manfred Freiharr von Richthofen’s own memoir, written in 1917.


    


  




  17 September 1915




  We were all at the butts trying our machine guns. On the previous day we had received our new aeroplanes and the next morning Boelcke3 was to fly with us. We were all beginners. None of us had had a success so far. Consequently everything that Boelcke told us was to us gospel truth.

  Every day, during the last few days, he had, as he said, shot one or two Englishmen for breakfast.




  The next morning, the seventeenth of September, was a gloriously fine day. It was therefore only to be expected that the English would be very active. Before we started Boelcke repeated to us

  his instructions and for the first time we flew as a squadron commanded by the great man whom we followed blindly.




  We had just arrived at the Front when we recognized a hostile flying squadron that was proceeding in the direction of Cambrai. Boelcke was of course the first to see it, for he saw a great deal

  more than ordinary mortals. Soon we understood the position and every one of us strove to follow Boelcke closely. It was clear to all of us that we should pass our first examination under the eyes

  of our beloved leader.




  Slowly we approached the hostile squadron. It could not escape us. We had intercepted it, for we were between the Front and our opponents. If they wished to go back they had to pass us. We

  counted the hostile machines. They were seven in number. We were only five. All the Englishmen flew large bomb-carrying two-seaters. In a few seconds the dance would begin.




  Boelcke had come very near the first English machine but he did not yet shoot. I followed. Close to me were my comrades. The Englishman nearest to me was traveling in a large boat painted with

  dark colors. I did not reflect very long but took my aim and shot. He also fired and so did I, and both of us missed our aim. A struggle began and the great point for me was to get to the rear of

  the fellow because I could only shoot forward with my gun. He was differently placed for his machine gun was movable. It could fire in all directions.




  Apparently he was no beginner, for he knew exactly that his last hour had arrived at the moment when I got at the back of him. At that time I had not yet the conviction “He must

  fall!” which I have now on such occasions, but on the contrary, I was curious to see whether he would fall. There is a great difference between the two feelings. When one has shot down

  one’s first, second or third opponent, then one begins to find out how the trick is done.




  My Englishman twisted and turned, going criss-cross. I did not think for a moment that the hostile squadron contained other Englishmen who conceivably might come to the aid of their comrade. I

  was animated by a single thought: “The man in front of me must come down, whatever happens.” At last a favorable moment arrived. My opponent had apparently lost sight of me. Instead of

  twisting and turning he flew straight along. In a fraction of a second I was at his back with my excellent machine. I give a short series of shots with my machine gun. I had gone so close that I

  was afraid I might dash into the Englishman. Suddenly, I nearly yelled with joy for the propeller of the enemy machine had stopped turning. I had shot his engine to pieces; the enemy was compelled

  to land, for it was impossible for him to reach his own lines. The English machine was curiously swinging to and fro. Probably something had happened to the pilot. The observer was no longer

  visible. His machine gun was apparently deserted. Obviously I had hit the observer and he had fallen from his seat.




  The Englishman landed close to the flying ground of one of our squadrons. I was so excited that I landed also and my eagerness was so great that I nearly smashed up my machine. The English

  flying machine and my own stood close together. I rushed to the English machine and saw that a lot of soldiers were running towards my enemy. When I arrived I discovered that my assumption had been

  correct. I had shot the engine to pieces and both the pilot and observer were severely wounded. The observer died at once and the pilot while being transported to the nearest dressing station. I

  honored the fallen enemy by placing a stone on his beautiful grave.




  When I came home Boelcke and my other comrades were already at breakfast. They were surprised that I had not turned up. I reported proudly that I had shot down an

  Englishman. All were full of joy for I was not the only victor. As usual, Boelcke had shot down an opponent for breakfast and every one of the other men also had downed an enemy for the first

  time.




  I would mention that since that time no English squadron ventured as far as Cambrai as long as Boelcke’s squadron was there.




  The Battle of the Somme




  During my whole life I have not found a happier hunting ground than in the course of the Somme Battle. In the morning, as soon as I had got up, the first Englishmen

  arrived, and the last did not disappear until long after sunset. Boelcke once said that this was the El Dorado of the flying men.




  There was a time when, within two months, Boelcke’s bag of machines increased from twenty to forty. We beginners had not at that time the experience of our master and we were quite

  satisfied when we did not get a hiding. It was an exciting period. Every time we went up we had a fight. Frequently we fought really big battles in the air. There were sometimes from forty to sixty

  English machines, but unfortunately the Germans were often in the minority. With them quality was more important than quantity.




  Still the Englishman is a smart fellow. That we must allow. Sometimes the English came down to a very low altitude and visited Boelcke in his quarters, upon which they threw their bombs. They

  absolutely challenged us to battle and never refused fighting.




  We had a delightful time with our chasing squadron. The spirit of our leader animated all his pupils. We trusted him blindly. There was no possibility that one of us would be left behind. Such a

  thought was incomprehensible to us. Animated by that spirit we gaily diminished the number of our enemies.




  On the day when Boelcke fell the squadron had brought down forty opponents. By now the number has been increased by more than a hundred. Boelcke’s spirit lives still among his capable

  successors.




  Boelcke’s Death, (18th October 1916)




  One day we were flying, once more guided by Boelcke against the enemy. We always had a wonderful feeling of security when he was with us. After all he was the one and

  only. The weather was very gusty and there were many clouds. There were no aeroplanes about except fighting ones.




  From a long distance we saw two impertinent Englishmen in the air who actually seemed to enjoy the terrible weather. We were six and they were two. If they had been twenty and if Boelcke had

  given us the signal to attack we should not have been at all surprised.




  The struggle began in the usual way. Boelcke tackled the one and I the other. I had to let go because one of the German machines got in my way. I looked around and noticed Boelcke settling his

  victim about two hundred yards away from me. It was the usual thing. Boelcke would shoot down his opponent and I had to look on. Close to Boelcke flew a good friend of his. It was an interesting

  struggle. Both men were shooting. It was probable that the Englishman would fall at any moment. Suddenly I noticed an unnatural movement of the two German flying machines. Immediately I thought:

  Collision. I had not yet seen a collision in the air. I had imagined that it would look quite different. In reality, what happened was not a collision. The two machines merely touched one another.

  However, if two machines go at the tremendous pace of flying machines, the slightest contact has the effect of a violent concussion.
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