

[image: e9781602392526_cover.jpg]







Terror Of The Autumn Skies

The True Story of Frank Luke, America's Rogue Ace of World War I



Blaine Pardoe






Copyright © 2008 by Blaine L. Pardoe



 All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 555 Eighth Avenue, Suite 903, New York, NY 10018.



 Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 555 Eighth Avenue, Suite 903, New York, NY 10018 or info@ skyhorsepublishing.com.



 www.skyhorsepublishing.com



 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

9781602392526



 Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data



 Pardoe, Blaine Lee, 1962-

Terror of the autumn skies: the story of Frank Luke, America’s rogue ace of World War I/Blaine Pardoe. p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references. 
1. Luke, Frank, 1897-1918. 2. United States. Army. Air Service. Pursuit 
Group, 1st. 3. World War, 1914-1918—Aerial operations, American. 
4. World War, 1914-1918—Regimental histories—United States. 
5. World War, 1914-1918—Campaigns—Western Front. 6. Fighter pilots—
United States—Biography. I. Title.



 D606.L9P37 2008 
940.4’4973092—dc22 
[B]

2007052426



 Printed in the United States of America






“Luke lived and died in the spirit of fearlessness. He was the very embodiment of surging victory, a personality that stood aside and apart for all recognized army procedure or law—a creative individual whose very presence lifted his fellow men from the depths of despair to a confidence and forbearance that could not be denied.”

—EDDIE RICKENBACKER
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Prologue

“His career during the World War was short, but in the time he served he emblazoned his name upon the pages of our history with a trail of accomplishments. For a time he seemed to be immune from danger. It was as if an allotted time had been given to perform this great service for his country. With almost superhuman strength he fought against the enemy until even they looked in awe upon this youth who knew no fear. Brought to earth, he took his last stand, pistol in hand, and fought single-handed for his life which was lost against overwhelming odds.”

—ARIZONA GOVERNOR JOHN CALHOUN PHILLIPS.1

His name was Frank Luke, Jr., and for a brief time he was the greatest fighter ace America had ever produced. His life was made of the same stuff as great Westerns. His death captivated people. He flew balls-to-the-wall, and took on the most dangerous air missions of the war: destroying heavily-armed observation balloons. He flew his planes through such punishing enemy fire that five of them were written off after his combat missions.

Frank flew at a time when the airplane was new, when they were still made of canvas and spruce and could literally be flown to pieces if they were dived too quickly or turned too sharply. Just flying a plane required an incredible amount of coordination and physical endurance. His gas tank was wedged under his armpit, and he had to pump it by hand while he handled the stick and foot pedals. He flew at mind-numbingly cold altitudes in an open cockpit with no oxygen.

The battles he fought were savage affairs of machine guns at point blank, flesh-ripping range. Airplane machine guns had to be fired in short bursts or they would jam, leaving a pilot defenseless. Ground-based anti-aircraft fire tore at the skies around Luke when he went after his balloon-targets. The fragile airplane wrapped around him had no armor, in fact, no protection at all. He wore no parachute. Any tiny fragment of hot shrapnel could turn his airplane into a roaring bundle of kindling or send it spiraling into the savage no-man’s land of the front. The same piece of shell could rip through a pilot as well, leaving him to a cold and painful death. A bullet in the underarm gas tank would mean a brilliant ball of flames and a plummet to earth.

Nor was it a glamorous war for those on the ground. The war unleashed poison gas, flamethrowers, rapid-fire artillery, and countless other forms of death and destruction. In the American public psyche, it was a short little war, one that the United States arrived at near the end. The only images that were remembered fondly were those of the fighter pilots and aces. The brutal war fought in the trenches has largely faded from the memory of the American people.

The aviators of the Great War, World War I, stood out because they defined heroics. They became icons for a generation of our youth. Their planes bore the marks of their countries, their squadrons, their own coats of arms, and those of their brother knights of the air. And to be “the best of the best,” “the Ace of Aces,” was a new and rare distinction. It was a title that few had the honor to bear—a title that Frank Luke carried for a few short days in the early autumn of 1918. In that hot final fall of war the legend of American air power was born, bred out of the sweat and sheer determination of men like him fighting in the twilight skies.

Luke defined generations of fighter combat jocks. His style was overly aggressive and annoyed more conservative pilots. He approached his balloon busting battles with a bravado that today is still recognizable among fighter pilots.

Far too many people have tried to define Frank by how he died rather than by how he lived. The myth of his final mission is alluring, and it seems to personify Frank for many people. Having lost his wingman and best friend, he was grounded by direct order, but went up anyway, flying for the German line for a final, furious battle. Some have guessed that Frank was angry and bitter and was taking out his vengeance on the Germans. Others have surmised that it was his defiance of authority and his commanding officer, Alfred Grant, that drove him into the air that day.

Grant summed it up best when he took off in pursuit of Luke and was asked what he was going to do: “… I’m going to recommend him for the Distinguished Service Cross. Then, by God, I’m going to court martial him!”2

The image of the last of the men from the Old West pulling out his pistol and fighting it out with a horde of the enemy, just before succumbing to his own wounds, reminds one of the last stand of the defenders of the Alamo. It is an image that embodies what we all think of Westerners, the last cowboys. His last few minutes in Murvaux have been misrepresented, misunderstood, and exaggerated.

We want our heroes to be larger than life, and American heroes need to be larger still—they have to be symbols for the rest of the world to admire. While the myth of Frank’s death is engaging, the true story is far more compelling. To examine his death and attempt to use that as a template for his life would be a mistake. The real story of who Frank Luke, Jr., was goes beyond the skies over the battlefields of France.

Ninety men received the Congressional Medal of Honor, many decades after the war as political favors or gestures. Only four of those men were pilots. The Medal of Honor is a distinction that is unique among the armed forces in the United States. Only the best of our men and women receive it. It is so prestigious that it is the only military decoration protected by federal law. It is so sacred that it is a federal felony to wear or sell a Medal of Honor if you were not the recipient. It is the highest award our country can bestow on a person for courage, honor, and bravery.

Lieutenant Frank Luke,Jr., was not just one of the four Army Air Service aviators to win the medal. He was the first pilot to receive that honor.3 He received the Medal of Honor decades before the more widely known Captain Eddie Rickenbacker. Most people who know any American First World War pilots know one name: Eddie Rickenbacker, the top ranking American ace of the war. His was the name that history chose to etch in our collective consciousness as the pilot worthy of our memories. Rickenbacker knew Frank Luke personally. “Had he lived he would have put me out of business long ago as America’s leading ace. I wouldn’t have had a show against him.”4 Rickenbacker is remembered as America’s “Ace of Aces”. But there were a few days in the early autumn of 1918 when Frank Luke held that title. That September, Eddie Rickenbacker was number two to a young stallion, a maverick pilot who captivated a nation—if only for a few days. Rickenbacker merely inherited the title from Frank.

Frank was a celebrity nationwide; his face and story were front-page news. Men admired his daring. Women wanted to know this dashing blondhaired maverick who flew his airplane as if it were a wild mustang. He was a German-American with something to prove. The war cost Frank more than his life. He lost his best friend—and with the death of his wingman, he lost hope. He carried the burden of others believing he was a cursed wingman. He was a complex man whose flame burned hot and bright, but for a tragically short period of time.

His nicknames were numerous as newspapermen and writers attempted to capture his essence. He was “the Balloon Buster from Arizona,” “the Arizona War Eagle,” “the Sausage Buster” or “Cooker,” and “the Lone Eagle,” (in reference to both his fighting style and the symbol of the squadron he fought in). Some referred to him as a “cowboy.” His peers sometimes called him the “Arizona Braggart,” at least until his reputation was made and he surpassed his own boasts. One pilot simply referred to him as “the nut.” All of these are true descriptions of Frank, and yet none of them alone paints the complete picture.





Chapter One

“Am waiting now to be sent to the front and am very anxious, for I feel that I am better than the average German and as good as the best.”

—FRANK LUKE TO HIS MOTHER, JULY 9, 1918





 First Blood 
August 16, 1918 
Near Coincy, France

The pilots flying into battle that day hated their new airplanes. Almost universally, they held the same flat opinion: “The thing flies like a bloody brick.”1

The American 27th Aero Squadron (the Eagles, or Fighting Eagles as they were most commonly known) had recently received their new Spad XIII C.1s. The Spad XIII aircraft were temperamental and hard to maintain. These fussy planes would present new challenges and dangers during the combat patrol on the morning of August 16, 1918.

Major Harold Hartney took up fifteen of the new Spads with him in an escort mission. A dozen or so were with the 27th Squadron, the rest were from the 94th Squadron. They were to provide cover for a photographic mission over the trench lines led by the 88th Squadron and Major Kenneth Littauer.2 It was supposed to be a simple mission, and after take-off the Major led his squadron in almost perfect formation. For the new replacement pilots, it was a chance to gain valuable flight experience.3

Four years of war had mauled the once lush green French landscape. There were still patches of green, grass that had not been blasted or burned, leaves that still clung to their trees; but these were exceptions from the air. The ground was mostly brown and black, the sod and mud of the war had ripped it up and turned France into a vision of hell. The trench lines of the Germans and the Allies ran parallel to each other like jagged scars across the burned and churned landscape. The space between the trench-lines was a deadly jumble of shell holes and barbed wire and death known as No-Man’s Land. Smoke clung to the ground, smoke often mixed with the horrors of chemical gas shells. From the air, pilots could see the lands beyond the front. They could see what France had been before the war.

The afternoon of August 16 was clear, only a few clouds in the sky. The sun would have been welcomed, though once the aircraft got into the air, it would provide no warmth for them. It was perfect flying weather.4
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The universe of Spad XIII pilots was not the glorious one that is often associated with World War I aviators.The twin Vickers machine guns were mounted in front of the cockpit, in a narrow space between the top of the engine cowling and the bottom of the upper wing. It was a space only one foot by three feet to see though, shoot through, and live and die by. The freezing windtunnel was only protected by a tiny windshield and a menacing gun sight in their field of vision. Further out in front of the pilot was a nasty engine that belched choking smoke and Castor oil as it ran. Each breach they drew was ice cold air laced with smoke. It seared at their lungs and stung at any exposed portion of their flesh. The noise was loud enough to rise above the rush of the wind and the padding over the ears that they wore.

The pilot sat with only some thin wood and doped fabric between him and a potentially deadly bullet. To the sides of the pilot, there was nothing substantial—a thin layer of doped canvas. Dope was a varnish-like covering painted onto the canvas to make it more rigid and durable. He had a similar level of protection at his feet, and he sat on a thin seat of light brown leather stretched over a piece of plywood.5 Pilots wore a lot of clothing, as the open cockpit made flight over a few thousand feet a bone-chilling experience. Fur lined goggles and a leather flying cap encased their heads, but that was not enough to keep anyone warm, not at 21,000 feet. The trademark scarves that most pilots wore were not just for the warmth, but to keep the light spray of Castor oil out of their mouths. While often times the lives of pilots were portrayed as glorious compared to the infantry, the truth was that if they took in even a small amount of oil they would be confined to their latrines. Pilot’s gloves were really massive mittens, usually lined with fur or wool. The only part that was open was for the index finger, to allow the pilot to hit the gun trigger.

Parachutes had been around for years, but were reserved for members of the Signal Corps, who sat under observation balloons. Some pilots experimented with parachutes, but the thought was that they were not suitable for American pilots. The Germans provided their pilots with this “luxury” for survival, but the Americans did not. If your Spad was hit and forced down, you had no choice but to ride it all the way to the shellscarred, trench-torn ground. If you were lucky, you might be able to guide what was left of your aircraft to make some sort of landing. If not, you would most likely flip over, or pancake, on the ground and be crushed in your cockpit.

Flying the temperamental new Spad XIIIs was not simply a matter of working the throttle, rudder pedals, and the flight control stick. Just keeping the aircraft in the air required constant concentration and was complicated even by today’s standards. You had to watch your oil pressure, making sure that it stayed near the midline of 150 grams. A pilot had to monitor the temperature of the engine and try to maintain it at around 70°C. When you were performing combat maneuvers it was important to keep the engine above 500 RPM. Pilots had to make sure that near the end of a long flight they turned on their Nourrice fuel tank. If you dove vertically, you had to close the choke. There was a sediment cup on the fuel line that had to be cleaned prior to a mission or your line could clog and kill your engine mid-air. Managing and maintaining the Spad was summed up best by Major Hartney’s number one tip for “General Maintenance of the Plane: Live with your machine as much as possible.”6

There was no armored protection whatsoever, not in this era. The standard .303 bullet fired at a cockpit had little to impede its trajectory other than the pilot himself. The cockpit controls were laid out in a semicircle and were more basic than a modern automobile’s. Foot-pedals, a throttle, and a stick completed the controls. It was an icy world of chunks of wood, a handful of bolts, wire, flammable gasoline, hot oil, dope-painted canvas, and prayer.

Besides bullets from enemy planes, pilots had to contend with fire from anti-aircraft cannons (known as “Archie”), which was inaccurate but still deadly. Shrapnel could shred a fighter or the pilot. Machine guns on the ground, if you wandered too close, could pop through the tight canvas and mangle an engine or pilot. The aircraft themselves sometimes fell apart or were shaken apart from damage. Dive or bank too steeply and pull up, and the wing canvas could rip free from the wood framing and send you to your death.

The life expectancy of a new pilot in 1918 was less than three weeks.
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The fact that Major Harold Hartney flew with his men was a measure of the kind of officer he was. Some Aero officers did not fly aircraft but instead piloted a desk. Not Hartney. He had trained many of these new replacement pilots back in the states. He knew them, and trusted their skills and capabilities. The place for him was with his men, not on the ground filing paperwork. Besides, this was going to be an easy mission. With over a dozen aircraft, they would have local air superiority even if the new recruits were green at best. All they had to do was escort the reconnaissance planes in, let them take their pictures of the German troops and artillery positions, and get out.

Things went wrong almost immediately thanks to the temperamental Spads.

The flight took off at 5:05 that afternoon with Lieutenants Grant, Hoover, Vasconcells, Roberts, Dawson, Hill, Hudson, and Luke. They climbed to an altitude of 3,000 meters.7 Luke got a late start, having struggled with engine problems. His intention was to link up with the rest of the squadron, but they had a large head start on him.8

The American formation began to lose Spads only a few short minutes into the mission courtesy of engine and reduction gear housing problems. The pilots with faulty engines signaled by hand to the Major and peeled off for the nearest airfields, hoping to get on the ground safely before the engines quit altogether. One by one, the Spad XIIIs descended and departed, downed not by enemy aircraft, but by their own mechanical deficiencies.

Lieutenant Frank Luke, Jr., a relatively new replacement pilot in the 27th Squadron arrived. Now, looking back, the major was pleased to see the young Luke had rejoined his dwindling number of planes. At 18,000 feet, the major and only a pair of other airplanes from his command hovered, providing cover.

Major Hartney had begun the turn back toward his lines when suddenly he heard the rattle-click of a machine gun. He had been in combat before and knew that this was not ground fire but another plane. One bullet snapped through the canvas fuselage of his Spad with a cracking sound. The canvas had been covered with dope, which tightened it to a drum-like tension and strength. The canvas was more like thin wood when finished. The .303 bullet popped through it with a loud cracking sound, a noise that experienced combat pilots knew all too well.

Hartney dodged as he saw the German dive in on him. Rather than fight, he dove the Spad at top speed to get away from the pursuing aircraft toward his own airfield. At one point he glanced back and no longer saw his pursuer.

Frank Luke had seen the pursuer. It was the last of four German aircraft that had cut across the flight path of his fragmented squadron. Frank remembered his training and moved his Spad so that the sun was behind him when he would dive on the German. If the German glanced back he would be blinded by the sun and might not see the Spad diving in at him. From 18,000 feet, Frank entered his first combat of the war, diving down at the last airplane in the enemy formation. As he started his dive, he cut his engine. He was not going to give his intended target any reaction time to his initial attack.

The first three enemy biplanes saw him and broke formation, fleeing the scene of the battle. Only his intended target seemed unaware of his diving approach. When he came within 100 feet, Frank pulled up slightly and kicked the Spad’s engine back to life. Less than a heartbeat later he opened fire with the Vickers machine guns in short controlled bursts, the guns had a tendency to jam if fired in long continuous blasts.

While 100 feet from the enemy sounds like deadly close range, it was a maddeningly long distance with no aids to aim at a dodging and weaving opponent other than a static sight mounted on the engine cowling. A hundred feet could feel like a mile when you were fighting to stay aloft, not get shot yourself, and still trying to hit a moving target in the air in front of you.

Every fifth round of Luke’s machine gun ammunition was a tracer bullet. It was a treated phosphorous round that burned when firing, giving a glowing beam as it flew down its flight path. Although the tracers gave pilots a chance to see the approximate path of their bullets in flight, the tracer rounds had somewhat different flight characteristics than normal bullets. While they provided a rough guide, they were also not perfectly accurate.

Luke’s shots were slamming into the German aircraft. The acrid smell of gunpowder from the Vickers mixed with the oil and gasoline smoke from the German’s engine and would have left a bitter, metallic taste on the back of Frank’s tongue. The German machine and pilot reacted to the hits. Luke could tell that that his foe had been hit—not just the aircraft, but the pilot. The German jerk-flipped over in a sideslip maneuver and Frank pulled up the Spad, revving its engine in a climb to turn and dive again. Hundreds of thoughts had to be dancing in Frank’s head, yet somehow this excitable young man stayed focused. He had hit the enemy aircraft, and he wanted to finish it off. There were other enemy aircraft in the area, he had seen that in his dive down. Taking down the first aircraft would help even the odds for the Americans. He would have to be aware of the other enemies and not let himself become a victim. All the while, his weeks of training were about to pay off. Each important tip and bit of advice he had ever heard came to focus on these few minutes of battle.

It took a few moments, but when Frank did come about, he saw the aircraft, still flipped over on its back. He dove again and fired. The German aircraft slid down to 1,500 feet and began to turn and drop.

Frank knew the maneuver. The German was going to try a half-loop diving down. It wasn’t possible, not at this altitude. The enemy angled downward to almost 200 feet and never even attempted to right itself. As he roared past, he saw the German plane dip down and knew that it couldn’t possibly pull out at such a low altitude. It slowly descended towards the ground, upside down, flying to certain death.

Banking around, Frank scanned the air looking for the companions of the man he had just downed. They had shot off for their lines. He rose slightly, just enough to draw the attention of the German anti-aircraft guns for a few minutes as he sought his bearings. Having memorized the map of the area, he recognized the French villages of Jouy and Vailly and, from their positions, was able to determine where he was. He was prepared to fly back to his squadron base, but his own Spad finally began to succumb to engine problems. Frank made his way to a small airdrome near Coincy and landed.9

The mechanics there worked on his Spad, refueling it and adding oil. Frank had learned that his own squadron was still in the air. He set out after them but did not find them. Somewhere in the air he had missed them and they had landed. By the time the daily report had been filed, Frank’s status had been noted with uncertainty: “Lt. Luke has not returned.” A further grim note said, “Lt. R. Nevius killed in action.”10

Upon landing Frank gunned his engine, something that his superiors had told the rookie pilots to not do. It was a way to get the attention of everyone at the airdrome and it worked. Frank’s excitement only seemed to fuel the controversy of his first kill. What Frank faced was stern skepticism on the part of his peers. Most scoffed at his claim of shooting down an enemy airplane in combat for two reasons. First, Frank Luke was a rookie pilot. Second, Frank had been bragging about his untested skills against the enemy, something that didn’t settle well with the seasoned veterans. His bragging had been seen as overanxious, but at the same time it insulted the men who had already gone up and risked their lives—many of them without taking down an enemy aircraft. The prevailing thought among most of the other pilots was that Frank had not flown off alone, but had been afraid and used excuses to flee from battle.

There was a third reason, mostly unspoken among the pilots in the 27th Aero because it was slightly embarrassing to admit. Frank was from a German family, the Boche were the enemy, and many had suspicious about German-Americans. A bragging German-American pilot was destined to be the brunt of scorn and suspicion. None of his fellow fliers were known to have ever mentioned it to his face … and with good reason.

Major Hartney was more concerned that he had lost track of the inexperienced pilot and Luke had been long overdue. One of the other pilots stopped him. “There’s your boyfriend,” he said to the major. “He said he was going to get his first Boche today or never come back. Let’s see what the blowhard’s got to say for himself. Bet he claims one.”11

Hartney stowed his flight gear and was greeted by a follow-up report from his pilots who had reached Frank. “What did I tell you? He says he shot one off your tail!”

The major reached Frank who excitedly told him the events as they unfolded. Using his hands, he gestured for himself and his victim, showing how he dove in and how the German had flipped over and dropped. The other pilots of the 27th Squadron, with few exceptions, jeered at his rendition.

Hartney did not. He had been there. He knew he was being pursued at one point and something had forced the German airplane off of its pursuit. And there was something in the way that Frank told the story that convinced him that it was not a fabrication or a hollow boast.

He attempted to get confirmation of the kill. This process usually involved finding a friendly unit that witnessed the dogfight and the destruction and could confirm, in writing, that the events had happened and that a German plane had been downed. The need for confirmations had been proven early in the war as commanders discovered that there were many more claims than kills.

Several frustrating phone calls later, the matter was left up in the air, as it were. No one had witnessed the kill or reported new airplane wreckage. It was Frank’s word against almost everyone else’s in the squadron—none of whom had been there. Officially, without confirmation, he would not be credited with the kill in his records. Unlike for the United States Army Air Service, for Frank what went in the record and what was reality were two different things.

A few believed him. Major Hartney did—informally crediting him for one kill in combat, albeit unconfirmed. Two other pilots in the 27th Squadron, Joe Wehner and Ivan Roberts, both believed Frank’s rendition of events, as did Norman Archibald, one of the pilots in the 95th Squadron that had been up with them on that mission. Everyone else viewed Frank as a braggart and a punk, claiming a victory that simply existed in his head.12 The fact that his peers didn’t believe him made him resentful.

Frank explained the engagement in striking detail to Hartney, though. “I never pulled [the trigger] until I had my gun right in that baby’s cockpit and I didn’t leave him until he hit the ground and rolled over on his back, with me not more than two hundred feet in the air.” Hartney himself believed it. “He was not lying and I know it.”13 “I am firmly convinced the boy got the plane. His verbal account of the battle contained those little differences that give such a report the touch of verisimilitude. But the squadron didn’t believe him and that made Luke bitter.”14

The German records show that twenty-two pilots and observers were killed in France on August 16, 1918. One pilot was taken as a prisoner of war. Three were wounded and two more were injured in the crash of their aircraft. Of these casualties, there are two that died in the general region where Frank claims that his kill took place. It is difficult if not impossible to marry together the German casualties and the Allied claims of kills since the Germans listed either where the pilot was confirmed killed, was last seen, or was listed as dead by the forces that recovered the body. In some cases the location of death is where the body of the warrior was buried. In this non-digital war it was difficult to draw conclusions as to which downed aircraft was brought down by whom. The only plane even in the region was one flown by Leutnant Hildebrandt. That plane was engaged by the enemy and skulked back to the air field with Hildebradt’s observer, Leutnant Alex Jagenberg, dead in the rear seat.15 If it was this aircraft, then Frank’s estimate of the battle location was off more than he thought.

After the war, this first kill would be controversial in several regards. For a time there would be claims by the Army that it was indeed an official kill for Frank.16 The author Laurence La Tourette Driggs would claim that after Frank’s death he had read Frank’s journal and that in it, Frank had admitted that he had lied about the kill.17 Driggs was one of a handful of writers who spent time at the 27th Squadron during Luke’s tenure there. Given the propensity for Driggs to exaggerate in his writings, to embellish material, and a lack of this journal as physical evidence, Drigg’s account must be called into question. Adding to this the fact that Hartney’s version of events meshes well with Luke’s even though it would have been impossible for Frank to have known some of these details, such as Hartney’s account of the German aircraft lagging behind the squadron, it is safe to assume that his first combat report was true.18

Frank had learned an important lesson: confirmed kills were all that mattered. He would make sure that he could prove his future victories beyond a shadow of a doubt. He typed up a series of black confirmation forms to carry with him. All future kills would be validated.19





Chapter Two

“Too happy-go-lucky to realize his own talents.”

—ENTRY FOR FRANK LUKE, JR., 1917 PHOENICIAN YEARBOOK, PHOENIX UNION HIGH SCHOOL





 The Wild Boy 
1861-1917 
The Arizona Territory

The arrival of the Luke family in the western United States mirrors many stories of immigrants who migrated to the West after arriving in America. The first of the family to arrive was the Prussian-born miner Charles Augustus Luke (originally spelled as Luecke, changed later to Luke), the older of two sons of Carl and Justina Luecke.

Charlie arrived in California in time for the Civil War and enlisted in the Second California Volunteer Cavalry in the town of Yreka, outside of San Francisco, on October 3, 1861, at the age of 29. Charles was a member of the Third Military Regiment, Brandenburg Preussen.

The majority of the Second California Volunteer Cavalry did not serve in the Civil War but instead was put on patrol and garrison duty in the West, protecting settlers from Indians. Charlie was part of Company M, which was assigned to an upstart officer seeking to make a name for himself, Colonel Patrick Edward Connor. Connor wanted an assignment in the Civil War engulfing the country but was being kept out on the frontier. To gain the attention of his superiors, he conducted a military campaign against the Indians. For Charlie Luke, the result of Connor’s martial drive was that he was embroiled in the first of several Indian massacres he would encounter in his life.

Charlie and his company were at the time attached to the Third California Volunteer Infantry Regiment. There had been reports that the Shoshoni Indians had been raiding the nearby Mormon settlers and Colonel Connor sought to punish them. At a small icy creek called Bear River on January 29, 1863, the army units enveloped the Shoshoni encampment. The fighting was brutal. Many men suffered frostbite in the march and they found the Indians dug in along the creek bed. Connor pressed his men forward into the fray. The warriors were driven back and many were gunned down as they tried to escape across the river. The infantry and cavalry rushed into the camp with no discipline or restraint, amid innocent women and children caught in the melee. There were instances of rape. Many of the children were killed, by some accounts, stoned to death by the infantry. When the fighting ended against the background of softly falling snow, there were 27 soldiers and 5 officers dead, along with 200 to 400 Indian warriors and 90 women and children.

Later that year he was involved in another army massacre in Springville, Utah, on a river called Spanish Forks.1 Three years later he was working at a mining operation in Mohave County in the Arizona Territory when the local Hualapai Indians staged a raid. Charlie escaped the massacre of the miners with the loss of most of his material goods. A year later he was working as a guide, leading easterners to the Arizona territory when he was ambushed by the Wallapais Indians. They rushed his camp and Charlie fled, so panicked that he cut loose his saddle and lost a young boy that was part of his party. His party was wiped out in what was known in the papers as “the Luke Party Massacre.” Forty years after the affair a journalist recalled the event: “ … his act stands out as the one single act of abject cowardice in all the history of the pioneer days of Mohave county.”2
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Charlie’s younger brother, Lorenzo Luecke, came to the United States after Charlie had arrived. Lorenzo shortened his name to Lorenz and took the more Anglo name of Luke. Lorenz’s wife, Regina, and their children, John, Therese, Franz, and Joseph, followed him to the new country after he established himself.

Lorenz, like his older brother, opted for a military career. He was five feet, ten inches tall with light blond hair and blue-gray eyes. He initially enlisted in the 14th New York Cavalry Regiment in 1862 under the assumed name of Frederick Russell. According to affidavits filed when he applied for his pension, he had enlisted under a seemingly non-German name so as to not to attract the attention of his former fellow countrymen. Such name changes were not uncommon with recent immigrants who still spoke with accents from their home countries.

Lorenz, Frank’s grandfather, did not accomplish much in the way of military glory. His only combat injuries came from being struck on his head during training in New York by an officer who used the flat of his sword on Lorenz, presumably to get his attention. The other came when he fell from his horse in Louisiana.

When his enlistment came up, Lorenz reenlisted under his given name, allowing him to collect a bounty again. This time his military career was even less glamorous. Attached to the Seventh New York Infantry Regiment in 1864, he spent his entire career with them stricken with diarrhea. Frank’s grandfather, quite literally, sat out the remainder of the Civil War, never distinguishing himself in battle.3
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Lorenz settled in New York City working as a basket maker while his brother Charlie was out West struggling with the Indians. Lorenz became a U.S. citizen and had two boys, Frank and John, and two daughters, Regina and Marie. Charlie’s first marriage didn’t last, and he remarried Emma Liebenow from Brooklyn. Emma had two children from a previous marriage, Tillie and Adolph Liebenow. Early in 1873, Charles visited his brother Lorenz in New York, and the fourteen-year-old Frank and his brother John went with their uncle to live in the West. The trip was long, through California into Arizona. Frank settled for a while in Prescott, then moved on to Globe, and eventually settled in Phoenix. He was introduced to his cousin, Tillie Liebenow, who would one day be his wife.

There was a point in his life, at the age of sixteen, that Frank Luke considered returning east to a different career—that of the military. Frank enrolled at the U.S. Military Academy at West Point but failed the eyesight test. He became smitten with his Uncle Charlie’s stepdaughter, Otilla Liebenow. They were married on New Year’s Eve, 1884, and had nine children: Eva, Anna Marie, Edwin Lawrence, Charles, Otilla Cecillia, Regina Josephine, John Allen, William Joseph, and Frank Luke, Jr.

Phoenix was a city that was growing out of the middle of nothing. The Southern Pacific railroad helped spur some of the growth, but the nearby silver and copper mines made the area a hotbed for the kind of roughand-tumble miners coming out West hoping to strike it rich. Even by the turn of the century, Phoenix was mostly populated by Mexican nationals and a large American Indian community. It was one of the last bastions of the old West.

Frank Luke, Sr., took a number of jobs to make a living. He worked in copper and silver mines and speculated on property in the territory. In the hot summer of 1893, Frank and one of his business partners, Frank Czanowski, along with some other investors, cashed in on some of the water rights they owned, selling some locations along the Lower Gila River to the South Gila Canal Company. The made $20,000 in an age when incomes were measured in hundreds of dollars a year.4 He went into business with R.E. Kirkland in 1893, investing in a highly profitable silver mine.5 Frank Senior became a pillar in the community, and though his family was better off than most, the strict Catholic family he and Otilla were rearing did not flaunt their status.

Frank became a tax assessor, which gave him unique access to potential business dealings in young, burgeoning Phoenix. He was elected to the Phoenix board of supervisors, only to step down after his first term. Frank got a role on an executive committee to seek statehood for Arizona in 1891. Once more he ran for the board of supervisors and, “after a struggle lasting nearly all afternoon two votes were cast by the board of supervisors for Frank Luke.” His election to office was far from uncontested and Frank was the only person elected without formal endorsement.6
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Frank Luke, Jr., was born on May 19, 1897, and from the time of his birth his father Frank would bear the title of Senior to distinguish himself from his son. Like many fathers, Frank, Sr., was not present when Frank was born, but he was elated at the news.

His children would all do well in their lives. One would be a lawman, another a nurse, but it was the son that bore Frank’s name that would make him, and all of Arizona, the proudest.7 His father would later tell interviewers that this middle son stood out from the other Luke family children even as a baby. He yelled a little louder, kicked a little harder, and ate with a little more gusto than his other children. It was hard to stand out in the Luke household, but Frank found ways to do just that. Today, Frank might be diagnosed with ADHD, but in his era he was simply a wild boy. By most accounts he was a nervous talker, always energetic and on the move.

He was close to his brothers and sisters, especially his sister Otilla, known to the family as “Tilla.” As a young boy, Frank was a compulsive collector and, together with his ever faithful companion Tilla, he gathered a variety of birds’ eggs, bugs, and other items from nature. For Frank, Jr., the collections were simply exercises in goal-setting. He set benchmarks for himself and met them. The collections themselves were not important, but meeting the goal was.

One summer evening, Frank, Sr., decided to go fishing. He wanted a tin can to put his worms in and went to the barn to find one. In the rafters, he found an impressive collection of cans, most likely put on the crossbeams by the children. They were lined up on the beam and within reach. He grabbed the first one pulled it down. The lid was still hanging on and covered the top. Pulling it back he saw movement inside the can and he did what anyone would do—he dropped it. A tarantula spider spilled out onto the barn floor. Startled by the discovery, Frank, Sr., grabbed a shovel and killed the spider.

He glanced back up at the other cans and wondered what they were doing up there. This time he was more cautious. Frank, Sr., reached up and pulled own a second can. Like the first, its lid covered the top. Wary, he cautiously opened it and again, found another live tarantula. Startled again, he dropped it and again slapped down the spade onto the spider. Once would have been a fluke. For two cans, it had to be deliberate. Cursing, he pulled down each can and dropped it to floor. Each and every one had a large tarantula in it. Each one met its fate and the crack-smack of the shovel. Eventually he had dumped fifteen cans down, each one holding the same sort of prisoner.

The sounds of Frank, Sr., pounding the spiders drew the attention of the entire family. They gathered at the open barn door as he finished his work. A young voice, that of Frank, Jr., spoke up before the family patriarch could demand to know who was behind the devilish task. “Tilla,” young Frank, Jr., said, “dad’s killed our bugs.”

“You put those dangerous things up there?” his father demanded.

“Uh-huh,” the boy replied. “Tilla and me was collecting them to get a hundred.”

“Why in heavens name did you want with a hundred tarantulas?”

“Aw, just to get a hundred.”8
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The world was changing around Frank Luke, Jr., as it was for all of the people in Arizona. This last bastion of the Wild West was finding itself sucked into the twentieth century an inch at a time. In 1900, the dusty, dirty streets of Phoenix were being paved. The paving, while not new in the East, was an event in Phoenix. The newspapers covered it and the locals came out to watch the process. The teams of mules that came down from the mines bringing ore were still a common sight, but word of a new contraption—the automobile, would one day spell their end. By 1908, there were ten car dealerships in Phoenix, where four years before there had been none. By 1910, lawmen used an automobile for the first time in state history to lead a posse in pursuit of a robber.

A massive construction project was taking place on the Salt River—the construction of the Roosevelt Dam. This project would help control the flooding that occurred in Phoenix and provide electrical power to the city. Electric lights would eventually drive out the kerosene lamps. Well-to-do families like the Lukes had telephones installed.

In 1912, Arizona and New Mexico became states of the United States. Arizona became the forty-eighth star on the flag, the last of the contiguous states to be added to the nation. Frank was raised in a world that was changing all around him, but to a teenager, it’s doubtful that he fully appreciated how the changing world—or events in Europe—might reach him.9
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Frank was popular in high school. His dirty-blond hair, tightly drawn face, thin smile, and gray eyes made him popular with the young women, and his prowess in athletics ensured he was admired by the rest of the school.

The tight circle of kids that he ran with included William “Bill” Gilbert Elder. Bill stood out in contrast to his friend. Bill was a short boy with a stumpy neck, and certainly not as popular.10 Frank and Bill were an unlikely pair at first glance. There is no doubt that the smaller Elder was taunted by the taller, stronger boys, but Frank did not tolerate such teasing of his friend; Bill became his personal responsibility. They were friends, and in many respects, Frank became Bill’s personal coach.

They didn’t play out in the backyard, or in the street—they camped out together. At the age of twelve Frank’s father bought him a rifle, and Frank and Bill would go into the wild and shoot, unsupervised. Riding ponies and taking along a pair of pack burros to haul supplies, they would set off for the Superstition Mountains or Indian reservations to camp out. It was a different era. Today one cannot imagine parents allowing their very young teenager to leave for days at a time to camp on his own with no adult supervision and a gun. Arizona was still one of the last bits of frontier in North America, though, and Frank was a boy that could not be constrained by the streets of Phoenix.

On one such trip, Frank and Bill set off for the White River Indian Agency, over 125 miles from Phoenix. The melting snows in the mountains had transformed the stream that ran across their path into a raging torrent jammed with logs, debris, and twisted and mangled mesquite stumps. It should have been clear water, but it had churned into a light brown soup, frothing and deadly.

They rode up to the usual ford and found it to be a mass of debris and white water. Bill suggested riding further upstream to find another place to cross, but Frank didn’t want to. Adding to the tension of the situation, a small band of Navajo Indian boys from the reservation took up a place on the far bank. It was obvious that they had come to watch the two boys attempt to cross. One of the Indians waded into the water up to his chest, dodging logs and other debris. Having tested the water he returned to the far embankment with his peers. His verdict seemed to be that the white boys would never make it.

Frank was undeterred. He told Bill he would cross with the burros and then would help coach him across. Frank led his pony into the water and struggled, fighting the raging water to get across. The Indian youth on the embankment began to chant.

Slowly, sluggardly, Frank led his pony and the burros across the ford and onto dry land. He poured the water out of his boots and looked back at Bill on the far bank. The time had come for his friend to try.

Bill struggled to get his pony to enter the raging water. Each step the pony took was labored against the crushing rush of the stream-turnedriver. The Indians called out an alert, and Frank snapped his head around to see the threat. A mesquite stump came tumbling down the river, straight at Bill.

There was nothing that could be done.

The gnarled stump plowed into Bill Elder. His pony bolted and the boy lost his grip. The twisted roots of the stump seemed to entangle him, and he lost his grip on his saddle. Suddenly, he was underwater, heading downstream, the stump acting like a tentacled creature bent on his destruction. Sounds were distorted as he lost his breath under the surge of the river.

He called out Frank’s name.

Bill Elder should have died. But a pair of hands grabbed him in the brown darkness of the water, fighting back the pull of the stump. Bill broke the surface and saw Frank holding onto him, pulling him to the far shore. The slogged their way into a shallow pool out of the current, both gasping for air.

Bill all but collapsed. Frank was more optimistic, as if the event were nothing. “You’re all right, Bill. Take it easy now and get your wind.” In the distance, a strange cheering and whooping filled the air as Bill’s ears drained of the water in them. Frank rose with a broad grin on his face. “Listen to them Indians holler!”11
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Every year at Halloween, there was a covert series of competitions between the classes at Union High School to raise class pennants on the school flagpole. The competition really consisted of an organized brawl, a free-for-all of the students, mostly the males, attempting to reach the pole and hoist their pennant. In 1916, Frank was a junior and despite his prowess on the football field, he alone could not carry the day. The senior class won the honors and hoisted their flag to the top of the pole.

The police were called that night to the sound of pistol fire near the school. When they arrived the shooter had disappeared. The only evidence left behind was that the large brass ball atop the flagpole had been mutilated by bullets. Frank had been trying to shoot the senior class pennant down.

The police left the area after a search for the shooter. What they couldn’t have known was the determination of the young man. Frustrated at his attempt on the flag with pistols, Frank upped the ante. The police received a call later in the evening reporting two large blasts—shotgun blasts—having been fired in the same vicinity. When they arrived, the flagpole had been stripped of its pennant and had suffered further damage from shotgun pellets. Frank had taken the flag.12

Pranks and public stunts were part of Frank’s life. In an age before radio and television, they were simply a form of entertainment for young boys. In his senior year, Frank was remembered for another stunt that he orchestrated. A group of freshmen students were rounded up by Frank and his friends to be the brunt of a practical joke that would be remembered years later. The freshmen students had done nothing wrong other than being captured by the seniors students led by Frank.

Frank’s intention was malicious and devious. “People that were living here at the time and were not yet beyond middle age will remember some two or three years ago when a lot of freshmen of the high school emerged with their heads shaven. Lieutenant Luke was said to be identified with that tonsorial feat and it was urged on his behalf, as an upper class boy, that that was the only way these youngsters could be taught that the road to learning was not a royal one in no other way could be made to understand that Latin motto, a famous one among scholars, and the English, which is something like this: It’s a rough and dusty going to the stars.”13

But his stunts and practical jokes were not only at the expense of others. Frank and a handful of his friends pulled together one stunt simply for the sake of doing it. The thought was that they would parachute off of Union High School’s roof using nothing more than a huge wagon parasol. Word was spread among the 300 students of the school so that there would be a large crowd gathered for what the boys considered to be a harmless prank. While not all of the pranksters are known, some of Frank’s known accomplices on this venture were his friends Albert “Pidge” Pinney, Bill Elder, and Perry Casey.

At noon one day, the boys gathered on the roof of the school and were surprised that the crowd gathered below numbered in the thousands. Given the height of the roof, four stories over the hard ground, the risks of jumping off with a large umbrella were quite real. The boys gathered on the edge of the roof but were eventually persuaded to avoid the jump. In the end, they had to suffice with dropping a dummy made of out bundles of clothing which careened into the ground below.

The students below were disappointed. As one of them said, “Frank coulda done it if they had let him.”14

Frank was very active in sports and school activities for the Union High School Coyotes. Two years before his graduation he earned a reputation in football as a great “plunger,” with the capability to rush the the opponents’ line. Frank was considered one of the best plungers at the twenty-four high schools that existed in Arizona.15 During one football game in 1915 he broke his collarbone. Rather than sit rest of the game out Frank continued to play.

In track, Frank ran the hurdles. His close friend “Pidge” Pinney ran with him. Luke again demonstrated his rebellious streak during his last year on the team—when he was kicked off for breaking training.16

In baseball, he played right field on the same team as his friend Bill Elder. Frank was an all-around athlete and played on the tennis team as well. In an age where athletics was a primary form of entertainment, Frank also managed to squeeze in roles in the school drama department productions. He was even a member of the agriculture club. But mostly, Frank found ways to remain in the spotlight in sports, where he could measure his success and where his winning was noticed.

Like his father, Frank was no stranger to hard work, and if you wanted to make money in Arizona as a young man, that often meant back-breaking work in a silver or copper mine. Frank spent the summers of 1915 through 1917 in Ajo, Arizona.17 His older brother Charles (who went by Charlie, like his uncle) and his wife had settled in the mining town of Ajo and his sister Anna went there often to sing in the opera house. The city of Ajo, in 1915, looked as if it were a set from a Hollywood Western, with an unpaved road down the middle, wide streets, clapboard buildings with broad fronts, and hitching posts for horses on the main street. It was the kind of rough-andtumble town where miners, and those who made money off of miners, came to strike it rich or to eek out a living in the mines or nearby. Charlie ran the Palace Hardware Store in town, selling supplies to anyone who was hoping to strike it rich in copper or silver. Frank worked a variety of jobs, from Thayer’s Hardware Store to his brother’s own store.18

Frank also worked at the New Corleia copper mine. The pay was fair for miners, but the work was hard and long. The men that he worked with were a rough and hardy bunch. Miners lived outside of the mines in tent cities, and they drank, fought, and found numerous ways to spend the pay they earned. For a young man, it was the kind of environment where he toughened himself up quickly. While working in the mines, he crossed paths with a tough miner named James Joseph Breen, known more commonly as “Irishman Breen.”19 While Luke was carrying a heavy load of drill bits, Breen allegedly stepped in front of him forcing Luke to bump into him and spill his load of bits. For whatever reason, perhaps pure orneriness, he was out looking for a fight with the younger man. Frank was more than happy to oblige. Frank and Breen squared off in the mine, in dim light, in space filled with tools, rocks, and other implements that could cause injury or death. The other miners huddled around them, enjoying the break. The “Irishman’s” hope of a quick victory was vain. Frank dodged, weaved, and struck at him with pure fury. James Breen dropped under the onslaught. The foreman came up and demanded to know what was happening. Frank’s response was short and to the point. “He asked for it; and I gave it to him.”20

Frank became friends and eventually a business partner with a man named Floyd Craver. Floyd was born in Kansas and had worked throughout the West in a variety of jobs. He was a skilled cartoonist and he provided artwork for everything from his high school yearbook to newspaper ads. He hauled goods as a trucker, worked as a miner, and, like so many others in old Arizona, he sought to make his life better. Together in the summer of 1916, Craver and Frank borrowed money and opened a dance hall in Ajo.21

There was a paradox in opening a dance hall. Ajo was a rough-andtumble mining town, populated mostly by men, rugged miners. A Western dance hall conjures up a variety of illicit images, but the likely reality was that Frank and Floyd wanted to pry the miners’ hard-earned money from them. This was an era before radio, when people made their own entertainment, and dance halls were a popular form of that entertainment, for both men and women. This dance hall provided dance lessons for the miners, who hoped that their ballroom skills might help them secure either wives or “friendship” with the opposite sex.

Frank embraced his role as a dance instructor. He would put on a dress to help the miners learn their basic moves. The pay was not great, and Frank took to a common mining camp pastime to earn additional money: boxing. The boxing matches in the mining towns like Ajo were not formal, highly publicized events. They usually consisted of the contestants and a circle of viewers who bet on the match. For a young man who taught dancing in such a town, the boxing matches were probably a good way to keep ruffians from assuming that he had a more feminine motivation for putting on the dresses. For the miners, it was a chance to bet their money, and gambling was one of a very few mining town pastimes. His fight with Irishman Breen earned him a reputation as a pugilist, and he managed to make a little money off of his efforts, though many accounts of his bouts were blown out of proportion over the years.

The dance hall venture ended when Frank returned to high school in Phoenix. Floyd remained in Ajo working in the mines as a diamond drill miner. On December 16, 1916, he was attempting to load a truck and lost his footing while the truck was moving. His skull was crushed under the loaded wheel of the truck and his body was badly mangled. Frank took the death hard. For him, it was the first of many other tragic deaths to come, this time on the battlefields of France.22 Frank tried again in the summer of 1917 to reopen the dance hall, but he met with disappointment. As he wrote his mother, “They are giving free dances over at the other town so there is no use starting up the Dance hall.”23

The summer of 1917 would leave Frank with no solid job prospects at a time when the U.S. was entering the war in Europe. His first exposure to the military in his life was probably through stories that his relatives relayed to him about his uncle Charlie and grandfather Lorenz dating back to the Civil War. Arizona was a place where military operations were not entirely old news. The pursuit of Geronimo was something that had occurred only a few decades earlier and many men had been pressed into informal military service to pursue the Indians.24

After that came the infamous raids of Pancho Villa across the border from Mexico. The U.S. Army, under General Pershing, led a punitive expedition to hunt down this outlaw to little avail. Many Arizona settlers resolved themselves to the possibility of military action.

The First Arizona Infantry (volunteer), in 1917, was stationed outside of Ajo. When a Villistas raid came across the border, they traveled to Quitobaquito in pursuit of the bandits. “The Villistas escaped but in their place they caught and jailed one Frank Luke on suspicion of being of draft age. Frank’s brother, Charles Luke, had to confirm his age to get him released.”25 For Frank, this was a rough start to a promising military career.

America’s declaration of war on Germany in April 1917 was primarily motivated by the Zimmermann Telegram, which implicated Germany in a plot to encourage Mexico to attack the United States. There were other factors, such as Germany’s return to the use of unrestricted submarine warfare—but the key factor was a direct threat to the sovereignty of the U.S., the prodding by Germany to get Mexico to strike at America. Per the telegram, when the war was won, Mexico could reclaim its former holdings from Texas to California if Mexico could keep the U.S. Army busy repelling border incursions. While the vast majority of people in America were stunned by such thoughts, the people that lived in these relatively new states that bordered Mexico found such plans to be a direct threat to their homes and lifestyles.

Arizona was eager to contribute to the war effort. Rallies were held in most cities encouraging young men to enlist. Frank and Bill Elder were in Globe, Arizona, when Congress declared a state of war. The whole town was out celebrating the declaration. Men lined up to enlist. Even the brothels flew the American flag. It was a wave of patriotic fervor that swept the new state.

The Luke family was doing its part. Frank’s older brother, Edwin, had joined the Army and headed off to the East for basic training. His sister, Eva, had applied to join the Red Cross and was awaiting her acceptance and assignment. Frank ultimately decided that he, too, should enlist, but what Frank wanted to do was something different, something daring.

He rode to Tucson with Bill Elder; their intent was that both of them would enlist. The recruiting officer took Frank and let him fill out his draft card but passed on Bill.





Chapter Three

“… although flying schools have been established throughout the length and breadth of the continental United States in the past two years, none of them have had so romantic and thrilling a history as Kelly.”

—LIEUTENANT H.D. KROLL, 1919





 Fly with the Eagles 
April 1917-February 1918

America was not prepared to go to war when it came in April of 1917. The Great War had been something far away, across the seas. The Wilson administration had done everything possible to keep the United States from being dragged into the quagmire of war in Europe. Though America’s peacetime military had not managed to stay current, the U.S. didn’t shy away from the fight. Factories stepped up for wartime production, prewar draft registrations took place, and programs were put in place to fund the war effort. But, for all of her bluster, the United States was simply not ready to jump into the fight with Germany and her allies … not yet.

Perhaps America’s deficiency was in her air power. General Pershing had taken an airplane with him on the punitive raid into Mexico to track down Pancho Villa, but beyond that tiny effort there was little that had been done leveraging this new weapon. The use of the airplane had not helped catch Villa. He successfully evaded American efforts to capture him and since then, America had not invested sufficiently in its air service. Part of the problem was naïve hope that the war would end before the U.S. had to get involved; part of it was the speed with which the war was changing aviation. “On 6 April 1917 not a single air unit had been trained for warfare. The two flying fields operated by the Army had only 55 trainers, of which, General John J. Pershing said, ‘51 were obsolete and the other 4 were obsolescent.’”1

The Great War was evolving the use of aircraft at a lightning pace in terms of technology and tactics. When the war had begun, the airplane had been used initially for observation, reporting on enemy troop movements and artillery emplacements. The air service mounted guns on the airplanes for defensive purposes, then the pilots dropped grenades and bombs. Pilots took shots at each other when the chance presented itself. That situation changed when Anthony Fokker invented the interrupter gear for a forwardfiring machine gun.

Until that time, firing a cockpit mounted machine gun meant risking shooting your propeller apart. The French invented a temporary workaround, mounting steel triangles of metal on the propeller to deflect bullets that hit them. This helped reduce some of the risk, but it also meant that a pilot could be hit by his own ricocheting bullet or that a wooden propeller would eventually fail from the impact of numerous shots. Fokker’s system stopped the firing of the machine guns when a propeller was in front of them. Finally, a pilot could fly at another airplane, line up his shot, and both fire and fly at the same time (without killing himself). The age of the pursuit fighter aircraft was born.



OEBPS/images/e9781602392526_i0009.jpg
EE





OEBPS/images/e9781602392526_i0007.jpg
O





OEBPS/images/e9781602392526_i0008.jpg
* ok ok k





OEBPS/images/e9781602392526_i0005.jpg
* %k %k ok





OEBPS/images/e9781602392526_i0006.jpg
k %k ok k





OEBPS/images/e9781602392526_i0003.jpg
k ok ok ok





OEBPS/images/e9781602392526_cover.jpg
THE TRUE STORY OF FRANK LUKE,
AMERICA’S ROGUE ACE OF WORLD WAR |






OEBPS/images/e9781602392526_i0004.jpg
k ok ok ok





OEBPS/images/e9781602392526_i0002.jpg
kK ckock





