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Author’s Note
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Truth really can be stranger than fiction, and more exciting, astonishing and compelling as well. I hope you will agree that these nine true stories from World War I prove the point.

They feature soldiers, sailors, airmen and civilians from both sides but what links them is that they all record acts of incredible daring, resolve, bravery and compassion. The stories have been compiled from lots of different sources, including previously published accounts, letters and diaries. I spent many fascinating days in museum and library archives, talking to historians and receiving kind assistance from experts and relatives.

I hope you find reading the stories as interesting and inspiring as I found researching and writing them.
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CHAPTER 1

The Lone Wolf
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When World War I started, flying was still in its infancy and few military chiefs knew how to make the best use of aircraft. At this stage, planes were mainly used for reconnaissance – to observe the enemy’s fortifications and any movements of their troops. Then both sides started to fit machine guns to their aircraft so that they could attempt to attack the other side’s ‘spotter’ planes.

Gradually, specialist planes, designed to bomb targets or shoot down enemy aircraft, appeared. Famous fighter planes of World War I included the Red Baron’s Fokker triplane and the Sopwith triplane. But most were two-winged biplanes, like the Nieuport Scout piloted by a young Nottinghamshire man who – in a short space of time – became Britain’s most celebrated flying ace of the war. A quiet, isolated person, a ‘lone wolf’ in the air, his name was Albert Ball.



The small, flimsy aircraft that nineteen-year-old Albert Ball was piloting suddenly dropped over 300 metres. He struggled with the aircraft’s controls but was powerless to prevent it plummeting towards the ground. At a speed of over 160 kilometres per hour, Ball’s aircraft thudded into the ground, knocking him out.

Coming round, Ball climbed out of the aircraft’s mangled cockpit. It didn’t concern him that he could have been killed. But what did upset him was the state of his aircraft. It was wrecked – nothing more than matchwood. He had been building up his flying hours as a trainee pilot in the Royal Flying Corps when strong winds had made his craft fall like a stone. In a letter to his parents, Ball claimed, ‘I would much rather have smashed myself than any part of the machine.’

Just over a year after this crash, Albert Ball would become Britain’s most successful ace of World War I. He would be called ‘The English Richthofen’, and his plane’s red-painted propeller nose would strike fear into the hearts of enemy pilots.



Born in Nottingham on 14 August 1896, Albert Ball was the son of a plumber who had become a successful local businessman and eventually Mayor of Nottingham. In 1911, young Albert was sent to Trent College. Life there was spartan – days started with getting up at 6.30, followed by a cold bath.

Ball was an average student, neither top nor bottom of his class. He wasn’t particularly interested in sport, although he did join Nottingham Rowing Club. What really interested him was carpentry, photography, modelling and tinkering with old engines or pieces of electrical equipment. He loved working with his hands, solving practical problems, and would think nothing of spending a whole day taking a motor apart and putting it carefully back together again.

In his third and final year at Trent, Ball studied hard, intent on taking up a career in electrical engineering. He also joined the Officers Training Corps. Leaving college at seventeen, Ball started work at a small electrical company in Nottingham. He enjoyed his work but World War I was about to begin. On 4 August 1914, Britain officially declared war on Germany.

Within weeks, there were feverish recruiting drives all over Britain. ‘Your Country Needs You’ proclaimed posters of Lord Kitchener apparently pointing his finger straight at the viewer. Just a few weeks after his eighteenth birthday, Albert Ball answered the call and was enlisted as a private in the Nottingham and Derby Regiment.

That basic rank lasted only a few days. Once accommodation, uniforms, training and equipment had been sorted out for the thousands of new recruits, more appropriate ranks could be allocated. Within a week, Ball was promoted to sergeant mainly because of his time in the Officer Training Corps at Trent College.

During the winter of 1914/15 Ball went through his army training. He was desperate for the chance to do his duty. But, as 1915 drifted by, he seemed to be getting no nearer to the war in Europe; his unit was stationed in East London, where Britain feared Germany might attempt an invasion. As he already owned a motorbike, he asked to be transferred to an attachment of the Cyclist Division, thinking he might get to the front more quickly.

In June 1915, Ball was stationed not far from Hendon, where most of Britain’s military pilots were trained. Suddenly he knew what he wanted to do. He paid for flying lessons out of his own pocket, hoping to join the newest branch of the British armed forces – the Royal Flying Corps (RFC).

Ball now began a tough regime, getting up at 3 a.m. most mornings. He raced over to Hendon on his motorbike and grabbed some instruction and flying time, before rushing back to be on parade by 6.45 a.m. The young man was frequently told off for the state of his uniform – covered in oil spluttered out by the aircraft’s engines – but he was always back on time.

Learning to fly took far longer than Ball had imagined it would. Flights were constantly being cancelled due to the weather. It didn’t just take storms and heavy rain to keep the training planes on the ground. Even a light wind, just above 15 kilometres per hour, was enough to prevent the frail craft taking to the air. Ball proved to be as average a pilot as he was a school student, but his enthusiasm carried him through a couple of crashes as well as seeing several other student pilots meet their deaths. In October, he received his basic pilot’s licence and got a transfer to the RFC.



February 1916 saw Ball finally get to France, having thirsted to take part in the war for eighteen months. He was attached to 13 squadron. But his job, flying a BE2c reconnaissance plane, quickly bored him. By the summer of 1916, he had pestered his commanding officers into having him trained as a fighter pilot. He performed so well in test flights that – young and inexperienced though he was – he was given the best fighter plane the Allies had at the time, the French Nieuport 16 Scout.

The French-made aircraft featured a single machine gun mounted on the top wing so it could fire straight ahead without sending shots through the propeller. Ball quickly got to grips with his new machine – in his first eleven combat flights he managed to force down at least five German aircraft. The number was probably higher, as he only ever claimed successes he was completely sure he had obtained by himself. His first complete victory came when he attacked and shot down a slow-moving two-seater German plane.

As Ball’s confidence grew, he developed his trademark style of aerial combat, which relied less on strategy than on strong nerves. The airman began to make lone attacks on German planes flying in formation. His preferred tactic was to fly above, then swoop down below an enemy craft. Ball would wait until the very last second before firing his gun, tilting it upwards to shoot into the belly of the enemy machine. Absolutely fearless, he would attack, single out his man, and close in for the kill. On several occasions he almost rammed the enemy, while shot-down aircraft frequently missed his own plane by a whisker as they fell.

On the ground, he tended to keep himself to himself, growing plants on his home-made allotment on the airfield or tinkering with his aircraft or equipment. The skills Ball had developed during his time as an apprentice engineer didn’t desert him. He spent much of his time on the ground checking his aircraft and making improvements which would give him an additional advantage over the enemy. For example, he readjusted his plane’s controls so that for short periods he could fly no-handed, using both hands to aim his machine gun.

Ball was relentless. Whenever the weather cleared enough and his plane was repaired, he would be up in the air seeking another deadly combat. Any day in which an enemy plane wasn’t shot down, damaged or forced to land was considered a ‘dud day’. Ball had fewer of these than any other member of his squadron.

By the start of autumn 1916, Ball’s tally had risen to an astonishing thirty official kills. But his success came at a price – he was on edge all the time. Worn out from the effort of battle, Britain’s most successful flying ace was given leave to go back to Nottingham in October 1916.



Ball looked forward to a rest and hoped to live a quiet life, maybe going fishing with his father and calming his shattered nerves. But he arrived home a national hero. Everyone wanted to see him and many functions were arranged in his honour. He even had breakfast with the Prime Minister, David Lloyd George.

Back in his home town, there was even more pomp and ceremony. The people of Nottingham had been grieving for three months over the loss of 500 men from a local battalion in a single day. They were desperate to celebrate the return of their famous war hero. Being naturally quiet and shy, Ball found all the attention hard to handle. Yet, wearily, he continued to be polite as he considered it part of his duty.

The authorities moved him to a post in Britain, helping to train student pilots. But Ball was too valuable an asset to be kept out of action for long. By February 1917, he was back in the thick of the fighting, assigned to 56 squadron.



Ball left England for France with the newly formed 56 squadron, commanded by Major R.G. Blomfield. He was well-known as an efficient leader and strict on discipline, except where Albert Ball was concerned. Blomfield and Ball were often seen together, the Major in his spotless uniform and Ball with his boots covered in mud, shirt and tunic splattered in oil, and his unruly shock of black hair.

Ball had only been away from the front line for a few short months. Yet much had changed. The Germans had new aircraft and new tactics which were proving more successful. With more reliable machines and greater firepower on both sides, it was becoming vital to work as part of a disciplined team. To get separated and be singled out meant a quick end for British and German flyers alike.

Ball also had a new aircraft, the SE5A biplane fighter. The SE5A was, in many pilots’ eyes, a vast improvement on previous fighters. It was strong, robust and fast. But, understandably, it took time for the quiet British ace to get used to it. He was allowed to keep his favourite aircraft, a Nieuport Scout, as a spare.

Although flying a different machine, Ball didn’t see any need to change his tactics. On 23 April, he managed to shoot down three German aircraft – the squadron’s very first kills. After this success, he continued to push himself hard. From dawn to dusk, he endeavoured to get into the air and attack as many German planes as possible. In the next fourteen days, he added a further fourteen kills to his tally – most attacked in his usual way, on his own and flying in dangerously close.

To many of his comrades, he seemed bulletproof. On one flight, even though all his controls were shot away, Ball managed to coax his plane down to a safe landing by winding his adjustable tailplane up and down. Having his plane shot up like this angered him so intensely that he wiped the engine oil off his hands and immediately ordered out his Nieuport fighter. He returned to the airfield within two hours, having downed another German aircraft.

On another flight, Ball was pounced upon by five German planes. He shot down two of them, before slamming his aircraft’s control column forwards and letting his plane fall vertically towards the ground. He pulled the plane out of its fall just 10 metres from the earth’s surface; one of the German fighters following him wasn’t so lucky and crashed into the ground. Ball then attacked and shot down another, before finally returning to base.

At the end of April, in letters to his family, Ball wrote of how old and tired he felt. He had seen many good friends killed and he hoped the war would soon be over. He was offered two weeks’ leave but insisted on staying in the front line. He now had forty-four kills to his name, though his fellow pilots reckoned that his real tally was many, many more.



On 7 May 1917, Albert Ball took off with nine other aircraft from 56 squadron to lock horns with the enemy yet again. He was flying an SE5A two-winged biplane and they quickly engaged what appeared to be a group of German aircraft belonging to Baron von Richthofen’s infamous Flying Circus. It was, in fact, led by the Red Baron’s younger brother, Lothar von Richthofen. A furious series of dogfights commenced. It was chaos in the air, with first a German albatross fighter, painted red, bursting into flames, and then two shot-up SE5As leaving the battle to try and make forced landings.

One of 56 squadron’s flyers, Captain Crowe, spotted Ball’s aircraft in the distance. It dived and opened fire on a German plane below. Both Ball and the enemy he was chasing disappeared into heavy cloud. When the sky cleared, neither was to be seen.
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