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FLEDGLINGS

“… the First World War … took me from school at sixteen, it destroyed all hope of University training or apprenticeship to a trade, it deprived me of the only carefree years, and washed me up, inequipped for any serious career, with a Military Cross, a Royal handshake, a six-hundred-pound gratuity, and—I almost forgot to say—my life. There were men older than I whose education was complete. To them the War was a setback, disastrous but not irremediable. There were others, older still, who had positions to which they could return. But we very young men had no place, actual or prospective, in a peaceful world. We walked off the playing-fields into the lines. Our preoccocupation was the next patrol, or horizon the next leave. We were trained with one object—to kill. We had one hope—to live. When it was over we had to start again.”

—from Sagittarius Rising by Cecil Lewis

“Mark Twain said, ‘Courage is the mastery of fear, resistance to fear, not the absence of fear.’ At times the nearness of death brings an inexplicable exhilaration which starts the adrenaline flowing and results in instant action. The plane becomes an integral part of the pilot’s body, it is strapped to his butt, and they become a single fighting machine.”

—from Double Nickel-Double Trouble by R. M. Littlefield

HE CAME FROM JAVA, the son of a wealthy Dutch coffee planter. The family returned to the Netherlands in 1897 when he was six, so that he could be educated there. Little Antony Fokker was reputed to be spoiled, cocky, arrogant, and selfish, as well as extremely bright and inventive.

He became interested in aviation at an automobile and airplane exhibition in Brussels, but was not encouraged by his father. Hermann Fokker told the boy that he would never buy him an airplane, believing, as did so many in the early part of the century, that one must have a death wish to get involved with flying machines.

For all his protestations, Hermann Fokker kept his son, now enrolled in an aeronautical engineering school, well-financed through the boy’s first attempts to build a successful flying machine. The elder Fokker provided more than 180,000 marks to keep his son afloat in his continuous failures, and was astonished when, early in World War I, young Antony was able to repay his father every cent, with interest.

In the year leading up to that war, Antony Fokker followed the principles of automatic stability that he had developed as a child building experimental model airplanes and concentrated on the design and construction of a series of planes that he called Spinne (Spider). These were a simple blend of skids with wheels attached, tilted fabric-covered wings, and welded tubes, wires, and turnbuckles … all improvised into forms and shapes from his wild imagination. He dedicated himself to becoming known for his flying machines by selling them when he could, giving flying lessons in them, and performing for crowds at weekends. He tried, without success, to interest the German army and navy in his planes. He made a meagre living but was mostly in debt and in grave danger. On one occasion a bracing wire parted when his aircraft was at 2,400 feet. He rode the disintegrating machine down into the trees and survived with only the slightest injuries, although his passenger died.

And so it went. Flying for promoters, taking great risks, and always cheating death.

When the war did come it came as a surprise to Fokker, as did a sudden turn in his fortunes. He was, he thought, just a businessman, and neutral about the conflict. He wanted only to make and sell his airplanes and was not concerned about who bought them. Virtually overnight every machine he had built was snapped up by the very same German army and navy that had coolly dismissed his earlier proposals.

Germany’s military men, who now had an inkling of the combat potential of the airplane, called on Fokker to outdo the French in their efforts to make a plane serve as a flying gun platform. A Moraine-Saulnier monoplane was forced down behind the German lines in April 1915. The craft had a Lewis gun mounted in line with the propeller, and they noted the rather crude steel deflector plates on the propeller blades. To the Germans, this French idea was interesting, but they considered it a poor solution to the problem of firing a machine-gun through the arc of a propeller. They gave the problem to Fokker, who solved it in two days with a rod-and-cam device which interrupted the firing each time a propeller blade passed in front of the gun muzzle. The Germans were duly impressed, but remained indecisive, and it took three trial flights by the great ace Lieutnant Oswald Böelcke to convince the German Air Corps of Fokker’s genius.

Orders poured in for Fokker’s gun-synchonizing device and for his current monoplane which, when equipped with the device, proved devastating. It was more than a year before the first Allied fighter plane appeared in action with a gun-interrupter gear. By his mid-twenties Antony Fokker had become a millionaire, but he still lived in a modest German boarding house with his dog and a pet monkey.
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Some of the kit of a well-dressed RAF pilot during the Battle of Britain.

Throughout the war he continued to visit the front to consult the pilots who flew his planes. He got on well with them and relied on their advice and opinion in his efforts to design new and improved fighters.

Fokker’s main problem in trying to compete with the latest Allied aircraft designs was inadequate power. The finest German aero engine of the day was the water-cooled 160 hp in-line Mercedes, but the entire factory output of the Mercedes engine was committed to the Albatros company. Fokker could obtain none for his own firm. This shortage inspired him to develop a better fighter that did not rely on increased power (speed), but rather on improved maneuverability and rate of climb. The Fokker Triplane featured three wings, a clean line, and very few wires and struts. Manfred von Richthofen, Germany’s leading ace, was mightily impressed: “It climbs like a monkey and maneuvers like the devil.” It was so maneuverable that most of his opponents never realized how slow it was, nor how limited its range. The Triplane had twin Spandau machine guns and an amazing rate of climb—ten minutes to 13,000 feet, a ceiling of nearly 20,000 feet, cantilevered wooden wings, cable-operated ailerons, balanced controls, and a landing speed of thirty mph. Its main fault was its seeming determination to ground-loop. Apart from that, it was strong and very difficult to shoot down.

However, the German army wanted speed more than any attribute offered by Fokker’s Triplane and orders for the radical craft were limited. Fokker still needed the Mercedes engine to develop the plane that he and the German army knew was required. In meetings with Richthofen’s technical officer, Fokker proposed a contest among the leading aircraft makers to build a new plane, which the best German fighter pilots would evaluate. His condition was that each manufacturer should be able to use the Mercedes engine to power his entry. The trials were held in January 1918, and initially Fokker’s design was a disaster. Von Richthofen flew it and clearly identified its severe problems. Undeterred, Fokker quickly corrected the problems, and Richthofen was amazed at the improvement. The German air corps implored Fokker to move immediately into mass production of his winning entry, which was in fact, a redesigned two-wing version of his Triplane. He was asked to name his price to build 400 machines. He asked for ten million marks and got it. He even had the satisfaction of watching Albatros and AEG, his primary competitors, ordered to build his design and to pay him a royalty on each such plane they produced. Thus was born the famous Fokker D-VII.

Nearly 1,000 D-VIIs had been built by the time of the Armistice, the first of them going to Baron von Richthofen’s unit, JG-1. Richthofen was to die later in one of Fokker’s Triplanes. Another World War I airman who flew the D-VII subsequently became famous in the next conflict: Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering of the German air force.

The first true fighter pilot was French Air Service Lieutenant Roland Garros who, on April 1, 1915, claimed the initial fighter victory of World War I. Garros was en route in his Moraine-Saulnier to drop two 155mm bombs on a German railway station when he encountered an enemy two-seater aircraft. He got the Moraine into position and emptied three Hotchkiss gun strip magazines into the enemy plane, sending it down in flames.
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The British Sopwith Camel biplane fighter of World War I had twin synchronized machine guns and was highly maneuverable. Nearly 1,300 German aircraft fell to the pilots of these planes, which were also extremely good in the ground-attack role.

On an early morning patrol in June 1917, the German fighter pilot Ernst Udet, at that point a raw twenty-one-year-old, spotted a French Spad VII biplane approaching him from the west. Udet was a relatively inexperienced flier with little flying time and few combat sorties flown, but he was already credited with having downed six enemy aircraft. When the two planes engaged, Udet was able to make out the word Vieux on the fuselage of his opponent’s machine. It was common knowledge among airmen on the Western Front that the great French ace Capitaine Georges Guynemeyer flew a Spad with Vieux Charles painted on it, and Udet was now certain he knew the identity of the man he was fighting. Guynemeyer’s score at that point was thirty kills. Udet quickly considered the odds against him. In addition to Guynemeyer’s skill and fearsome reputation, his was a vastly superior aircraft to the Albatros that Udet was flying. The Spad was faster, climbed better, and was stronger and better able to take the stresses of aerial combat.

Udet tried every trick he knew, to no avail. His fate seemed sealed. Nothing worked until, finally, his luck improved for one brief moment and the Spad crossed through his sights. He tried to fire and found that both his guns were jammed. He beat furiously on the gun breeches, trying to free the jams without success. He saw that Guynemeyer was observing his predicament. Seconds passed and then, astonishingly, the Frenchman waved and departed westward toward his own lines. Udet was confused. He knew, without any doubt, that Guynemeyer could have killed him easily in the few terrifying moments of their encounter, but had clearly elected to show mercy to his hapless, helpless enemy. There may be another explanation for the Frenchman’s apparent act of chivalry in sparing the life of a still-combatant enemy pilot. Maybe Guynemeyer’s guns were also jammed; maybe his ammunition was already expended, or perhaps he feared the German might, in desperation, decide to ram his plane. It seems probable, though, that Guynemeyer’s act was that of a gentleman who hoped that he would be accorded a similar treatment if he were to one day find himself in Udet’s situation.

Most historians agree that airmen in World War I behaved in a chivalrous manner. War correspondents remarked on the “knightly” behavior of the pilots on both sides. Willie Fry, a fighter pilot, wrote of the contrasting horror of the Battle of the Somme, and of Passchendale: “The public at home, and to a certain extent the ground troops in France, could not understand that, from the first, fighting in the air war was conducted on chivalrous lines and not with the hate largely generated by propaganda, justifiably in order to keep up the tempo of the war effort.” This is not to argue that a chivalrous or gentlemanly approach to air fighting was dominant in the Great War; only that there is evidence that such acts and such behavior did occur then.

A World War II commander of JG-27, German air force, 1942–43, Eduard Neumann recalled: “It may be a little difficult for most people to understand today that the British fliers always enjoyed our respect and sympathy. This is more conceivable if one knows that in all German pilots’ messes in peacetime, the old veterans of World War I always spoke of the British pilots, of air combat with them, and of the British fairness in the most positive way.”

In Sagittarius Rising, the remarkable memoir of his career as a fighter pilot in “the war to end wars,” Cecil Lewis brought a wonderful clarity and color to his subject. Born in 1898, he joined the Royal Flying Corps, earning his wings at Gosport in February 1916 while still only seventeen years old. At eighteen, he was posted to France with No 56 Squadron, RFC: “The squadron was to be equipped with the SE5, the last word in fighting scouts, turned out by the Royal Aircraft Factory. It was fitted with a 140 hp Hispano Suiza engine and two guns: one Vickers synchronized and firing through the propeller by means of the new Constantinesco gear; and one Lewis gun, clamped onto the top plane and firing over the propeller. To change drums, the Lewis could be pulled down on a quadrant mounting, and in this position it could, if necessary, be fired straight upwards. The machine (for 1917) was quite fast. It would do about 120 on the level and climb ten thousand feet in twelve minutes. It could be looped and rolled and dived vertically without breaking up. Altogether it was a first-class fighting-scout (probably the most successful designed during the war), and was relied upon to re-establish the Allied air supremacy lost during the winter.
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WWI ace Ernst Udet;
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Hermann Goering, future Luftwaffe chief;
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The Nieuport of Canadian ace Billy Bishop, who was credited with seventy-two aerial victories;
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Wreck of a Bristol Fighter at Dayton, Ohio, in 1918.

“I always regarded instruction as a come-down, a confession that the pilot was finished, no use at the front, and condemned to flip young aspirants round and round the aerodrome day after day on obsolete types of machines. Of course, it was unreasonable, for competent instructors were most valuable to the rapidly expanding Force. Although their qualities were not necessarily those of successful active service pilots, they were equally important. A good instructor was, and still is, a pretty rare bird. It needs some guts to turn a machine over to a half-fledged pupil in the air and let him get into difficulties and find his way out of them. Instruction demands, besides, an ability to communicate oneself to another person (the secret of all good teaching), and not so simple as it sounds. Add to this great patience, the quality of inspiring confidence, and an extremely steady flying ability in the man himself, and it will be obvious that nobody need look down his nose at an instructor. All this I know now; then, the idea of flying an uninteresting machine condemned the thing out of hand, for flying itself, handling the latest and fastest types, trick flying, exhibitionism if you like, was all I cared about. Unconsciously quoting Shaw (with whom I was then unfamiliar), I thought, ‘Those who can, do; those who can’t, teach,’ and prayed that I might not be posted to a Training squadron.
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The badge of the Royal Flying Corps in World War 1.

“The squadron sets out eleven strong on the evening patrol. Eleven chocolate-coloured, lean, noisy bullets, lifting, swaying, turning, rising into formation—two fours and a three—circling and climbing away steadily towards the lines. They are off to deal with Richthofen and his circus of Red Albatrosses.

“The May evening is heavy with threatening masses of cumulus cloud, majestic skyscapes, solid-looking as snow mountains, fraught with caves and valleys, rifts and ravines—strange and secret pathways in the chartless continents of the sky. Below, the land becomes an ordnance map, dim green and yellow and across it go the Lines, drawn anyhow, as a child might scrawl with a double pencil. The grim dividing Lines! From the air robbed of all significance.

“Steadily the body of scouts rises higher and higher, threading its way between the cloud precipices. Sometimes, below, the streets of a village, the corner of a wood, a few dark figures moving, glides into view like a slide into a lantern and then is hidden again.

“But the fighting pilot’s eyes are not on the ground, but roving endlessly through the lower and higher reaches of the sky, peering anxiously through fur-goggles to spot those black slow-moving specks against land or cloud which mean full throttle, tense muscles, held breath, and the headlong plunge with screaming wires—a Hun in the sights, and the tracers flashing.

“A red light curls up from the leader’s cockpit and falls away. Action! He alters direction slightly, and the patrol, shifting throttle and rudder, keep close like a pack of hounds on the scent. He has seen, and they see soon, six scouts three thousand feet below. Black crosses! It seems interminable till the eleven come within diving distance. The pilots nurse their engines, hard-minded and set, test their guns and watch their indicators. At last the leader sways sideways, as a signal that each should take his man, and suddenly drops.

“Machines fall scattering, the earth races up, the enemy patrol, startled, wheels and breaks. Each his man! The chocolate thunderbolts take sights, steady their screaming planes, and fire. A burst, fifty rounds—it is over. They have overshot, and the enemy, hit or missed, is lost for the moment. The pilot steadies his stampeding mount, pulls her out with a firm hand, twisting his head right and left, trying to follow his man, to sight another, to back up a friend in danger, to note another in flames.

“But the squadron plunging into action has not seen, far off, approaching from the east, the rescue flight of Red Albatrosses patrolling above the body of machines on which they had dived, to guard their tails and second them in the battle. These, seeing the maze of wheeling machines, plunge down to join them. The British scouts, engaging and disengaging like flies circling at midday in a summer room, soon find the newcomers upon them. Then, as if attracted by some mysterious power, as vultures will draw to a corpse in the desert, other bodies of machines swoop down from the peaks of the cloud mountains. More enemy scouts, and, by good fortune a flight of Naval Triplanes.

“But, nevertheless, the enemy, double in number, greater in power and fighting with skill and courage, gradually overpower the British, whose machines scatter, driven down beneath the scarlet German fighters.
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Women factory workers in the First World War played a major part in the Allied victory, as they did in WWII. Temporarily replacing the men who had gone off to fight, they proved to their frequently skeptical male co-workers that they were every bit as capable and productive as the men they worked alongside.

“It would be impossible to describe the action of such a battle. A pilot, in the seconds between his own engagements, might see a Hun diving vertically, an SE5 on his tail, on the tail of the SE5 another Hun, and above him again another British scout. These four, plunging headlong at two hundred miles an hour, guns crackling, tracers streaming, suddenly break up. The lowest Hun plunges flaming to his death, if death has not taken him already. His victor seems to stagger, suddenly pulls out in a great leap, as a trout leaps on the end of a line, and then, turning over on his belly, swoops and spins in a dizzy falling spiral with the earth to end it. The third German zooms veering, and the last of that meteoric quartet follows bursting. But such a glimpse, lasting perhaps ten seconds, is broken by the sharp rattle of another attack. Two machines approach head-on at breakneck speed, firing at each other, tracers whistling through each other’s planes, each slipping sideways on his rudder to trick the other’s gunfire. Who will hold longest? Two hundred yards, a hundred, fifty, and then, neither hit, with one accord they fling their machines sideways, bank and circle, each striving to bring his gun onto the other’s tail, each glaring through goggle eyes, calculating, straining, wheeling, grim, bent only on death or dying.
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Nieuport 28s of the Royal Flying Corps 95th Pursuit Squadron in World War 1.

“But, from above, this strange tormented circling is seen by another Hun. He drops. His gun speaks. The British machine, distracted by the sudden unseen enemy, pulls up, takes a burst through the engine, tank and body, and falls bottom uppermost and down through the clouds and the deep unending desolation of the twilight sky.

“The game of noughts and crosses, starting at fifteen thousand feet above the clouds, drops in altitude engagement by engagement. Friends and foes are scattered. A last SE, pressed by two Huns, plunges and wheels, gun-jammed, like a snipe over marshes, darts lower, finds refuge in the ground mist, and disappears.

“Now lowering clouds darken the evening. Below, flashes of gunfire stab the veil of the gathering dusk. The fight is over! The battlefield shows no sign. In the pellucid sky, serene cloud mountains mass and move unceasingly. Here where guns rattled and death plucked the spirits of the valiant, this thing is now as if it had never been! The sky is busy with night, passive, superb, unheeding.”
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Instructors and students of the University of London Air Squadron getting ready for flight in their Avro Tudor biplanes.

“Spin! I suppose nobody reading this today who is at all familiar with flying thinks anything of spinning. In 1916, to spin was a highly dangerous manoeuvre. A few experts did it. Rumour had it that once in a spin you could never get out again. Some machines would spin easier to the left than to the right; but a spin in either direction was liable to end fatally. The expression ‘in a flat spin,’ invented in those days, denoted that whoever was in it had reached the absolute limit of anger, nerves, fright, or whatever it might be. So spinning was the one thing the young pilot fought shy of, the one of two things he hoped he might never do—the other was, catch fire in the air. Now that I have done both, I assure you there is no comparison. Spinning is a mild stunt. It makes you a bit giddy if you go on long enough. It’s a useful way of shamming dead when a Hun is on your tail; but fire in the air! That’s a holy terror!”

—from Sagittarius Rising by Cecil Lewis


ON BEING A FIGHTER PILOT

[image: image]

“Ethics in war? The object of war is to kill and wound as many of the enemy as one can and to destroy all his supplies and communications in as short a time as possible. However, at the time I was there, it was an unwritten gentlemen’s agreement between the fighter pilots of the Luftwaffe and the U.S. Army Air Force not to shoot an airman in a parachute.”

—Lieutenant Colonel Robert M. Littlefield, USAF (Ret), formerly with the 55th Fighter Group, Eighth USAAF

“I never thought about ethics in regard to air combat. I had decided that even if the opportunity arose I would never shoot at a man in his parachute. Why I thought that way, I am not sure. It just didn’t seem the right thing to do.”

—Wing Commander Douglas “Duke” Warren, RCAF (Ret), formerly with Nos 66 and 165 Squadrons, RAF

“Fighting in the war does not know mercy. In case I don’t kill the enemy, he will kill me. Fortunately, a fighter pilot never becomes a subject of bad conscience. He just defends his life, the lives of his comrades and the justice against cruel tyranny.”

—Generalmajor Frantisek Fajtl, formerly with No 313 (Czech) Squadron, RAF

“Ethics went out the window. The principles of right or good behavior—the rules and standards of conduct certainly did not—could not apply to the combat fighter pilot’s profession. This is where the beast came out, self-protection ruled—get that SOB before he gets you.”

—Captain Jack Ilfrey, USAF (Ret), formerly with the 20th Fighter Group, Eighth USAAF

“If I saw them and could get to them, I tried my very best to get ’em. That was why I was there.”

—Colonel George L. Hollowell, USMC (Ret), formerly with VMF-224

“My own personal experience shows that there definitely was a spirit of ‘camaraderie’ of the knights of the air, at least in the European Theater. On 29th January 1945, I shot down Oberleutnant Waldemar Balasus in his Me 109G ‘Blue 32.’ After a ten-minute running battle, he was hit and bellied in at high speed on the snow-covered ground. He slid nearly a half mile, and when I passed over the wreckage at thirty feet the pilot was climbing out of the cockpit with one foot on the wing root and one foot still in the seat, and he rendered a snappy salute as I flew by. I was gone too quickly to return the salute but acknowledged it by rocking my wings. Incidentally, this pilot survived the war but died in 1989, just two years before I found out his name. Some German friends finally located his forty-nine-year-old son in 1996 and I received a picture of the man I shot down, from his son who works in a Hamburg bank.”

—Major Walter Konantz, USAF (Ret), formerly with the 55th Fighter Group, Eighth USAAF

“Not much change in ethics from World War I. There was still fairness on both sides, as our great teachers from World War I would have never allowed any other way! Sad exceptions were happening on both sides, but the number was small!”

—Feldwebel Horst Petzschler, German Air Force, (Ret), formerly with X/JG51

Erich Hartmann, the German World War II ace of aces, recalled an incident when he was stationed in western France. A young German air force leutnant had shot and killed a parachuting RAF pilot who had bailed out of his crippled Spitfire. When the German’s squadron commander learned of the incident, he wanted to shoot the lieutnant, but others in the squadron convinced the commander to transfer the young man out of the squadron instead. There are many examples of airmen who were fired on while descending by parachute. Likewise, there are many instances on record of pilots who refused to take advantage of the opportunity to kill a foe coming down by parachute or in an otherwise defenseless position.

“By the rules of war it was justifiable to kill a pilot who could fight again. But few of us could bring ourselves to shoot a helpless man in cold blood.”

—from Duel of Eagles by Group Captain Peter Townsend, formerly with Nos 43 and 85 Squadrons, RAF

“This is perhaps a convenient opportunity to say a word about the ethics of shooting at aircraft crews who have bailed out in parachutes. Germans descending over England are prospective prisoners-of-war and, as such, should be immune. On the other hand, British pilots descending over England are still potential combatants. Much indignation was caused by the fact that German pilots sometimes fired on our descending airmen (although in my opinion they were perfectly entitled to do so), but I am glad to say that in many cases they refrained.”

—Air Chief Marshal Sir Hugh C. T. Dowding, Commander-in-Chief, RAF Fighter Command, during the Battle of Britain

“My habit of attacking Huns dangling from their parachutes led to many arguments in the mess. Some officers, of the Eton and Sandhurst type, thought it was ‘unsportsmanlike’ to do it. Never having been to a public school, I was unhampered by such considerations of form. I just pointed out that there was a bloody war on, and that I intended to avenge my pals.”

—Wing Commander James Ira “Taffy” Jones, formerly with No 74 Squadron, RFC and RAF

IN SEPTEMBER 1940, Squadron Leader John Kent, an RCAF officer, commanded No 303 (Polish) Squadron, RAF. On the 23rd, Kent downed a German fighter over the English Channel: “The 109 dived straight into the sea while he, apparently unhurt, drifted down in his parachute. I circled round him a couple of times and felt it might be kinder to shoot him as he had one hell of a long swim, but I could not bring myself to do it. Without waiting for him to hit the water, I turned for home. The Poles were fed up with me when I admitted that I could not bring myself to shoot the chap in the parachute and they reminded me of events earlier in the month when we were told that one or two pilots of No 1 Squadron had bailed out and had then been shot by German fighters. At the time the Poles asked me if it was true that this was happening. I had to tell them that, as far as I knew, it was, at which they asked: ‘Oh, can we?’ I explained that, distasteful as it was, the Germans were within their rights in shooting our pilots over this country and that, if one of us shot down a German aircraft over France and the pilot bailed out, then we were quite entitled to shoot him. But this was not so over England as, aside from anything else, he would be out of the war and might even be a very useful source of information for us. They thought about this for a bit and then said: ‘Yes, we understand—but what if he is over the Channel?’, to which I jokingly replied: ‘Well, you can’t let the poor bugger drown, can you?’ This remark was quite seriously thrown in my teeth when they heard about the 109 pilot I had just shot down. There was no doubt about it, the Poles were playing the game for keeps far more than we were.”
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Captain Richard E. Turner, Commanding Officer of the 356th Fighter Squadron, 354th Fighter Group, Eighth USAAF, described an incident in combat on 16 March 1944: “… I saw ahead of me the parachuting pilot of the 109 I had shot down a few minutes before. Pointing the plane at him, I flipped the gun switch to ‘camera only’ to get a picture, but the thought crossed my mind that the circuit had been known to foul up and fire the guns, so I restrained my desire to get a confirming picture of my victim. Instead, I turned aside, passing within thirty feet of him. I suppose when he saw me point straight at him, he fully expected to be gunned down, for he had drawn himself up and crossed his arms in front of his face as if to ward off the bullets, and when he saw me turn aside without firing, and waggling my wings as I passed, he started waving his arms and grinning like a Cheshire cat. I thought as I climbed that, since he had provided me with my tenth victory, he deserved a break. I just hoped he’d live to spread the word that Americans didn’t shoot helpless pilots in parachutes. Maybe the Germans would follow suit.”

Though a civilian, the celebrated aviator Charles Lindbergh spent part of the Second World War flying with U.S. Marine Corps and Navy fighter squadrons in the Pacific. On May 24, 1944, he was flying with three marine pilots off the coast of New Ireland on a reconnaissance and strafing mission: “Out to the coast line—four F4U Corsairs abreast, racing over the water—I am the closest one to land. The trees pass, a streak of green; the beach a band of yellow on my left. Is it a post a mile ahead in the water, or a man standing? It moves toward the shore. It is a man.

“All Japanese or unfriendly natives on New Ireland—everything is a target—no retrictions—shoot whatever you see. I line up my sight. A mile takes ten seconds at our speed. At 1,000 yards my .50 calibers are deadly. I know just where they strike. I cannot miss.

“Now he is out of the water, but he does not run. The beach is wide. He cannot make the cover of the trees. He is centered in my sight. My finger tightens on the trigger. A touch and he will crumple on the coral sand.

“But he disdains to run. Each step carries dignity and courage in its timing. He is not an ordinary man. The shot is too easy. His bearing, his stride, his dignity—there is something in them that has formed a bond between us. His life is worth more than the pressure of a trigger. I do not want to see him crumple on the beach. I release the trigger.

“I ease back on the stick. He reaches the tree line, merges with the streak of green on my left. I am glad I have not killed him. I would never have forgotten him writhing on the beach. I will always remember his figure striding over the sand, the fearless dignity of his steps. I had his life balanced on a muscle’s twitch. I gave it back to him, and thank God that I did so. I shall never know who he was—Jap or native. But I realize that the life of this unknown stranger—probably an enemy—is worth a thousand times more to me than his death. I should never quite have forgiven myself if I had shot him—naked, courageous, defenseless, yet so unmistakably a man.”

Captain Eddie Rickenbacker, the American ace of the 94th Aero Squadron in World War I, made this diary entry on March 10, 1918: “Resolved today that hereafter I will never shoot at a Hun who is at a disadvantage, regardless of what he would do if he were in my position.” Of that perspective he later wrote: “Just what influenced me to adopt that principle and even to enter it into my diary I have forgotten. That was very early in my fighting days and I had then had but few combats in the air. But with American fliers the war has always been more or less a sporting proposition and the desire for fair play prevents a sportsman from looking at the matter in any other light, even though it be a case of life or death. However that may be, I do not recall a single violation of this principle by any American aviator that I should care to call my friend.”

By the beginning of World War II, the large numbers of aircraft and airmen involved, the airspeeds, the technical sophistication, and the armaments, had all changed dramatically from those of the Great War, and these changes inevitably influenced the conduct of all the participants.

“I shot an Me 109F down on 25 March 1945. The pilot bailed out from a vertical dive at about 7,000 feet. I felt quite elated that his parachute opened, and was quite contented with having destroyed the enemy aircraft. However, had my CO been on the mission, he would probably have had fits about me not attacking the pilot on the parachute. F. W. Lister, DSO, DFC and bar, had no time whatever for live Germans—or anyone else who might be enemy killers. Our work was air-to-ground—so we were killing German soldiers every day. Soldiers versus airmen? Not much difference to most of us.”

—Flying Officer E. A. W. Smith, RAF (Ret), formerly with No 127 Squadron
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Captain Don Gentile of the U.S.A.A.F. 4th Fighter Group, with his crew chief at their Debden, England base in World War II;
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German fighter pilots in a time out of war.
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Goxhill control tower.

Pilot Officer Richard Hillary of No 603 Squadron, RAF, fought in the Battle of Britain, was badly burned, and became one of Archibald McIndoe’s plastic surgery “guinea pigs.” Hillary’s book, The Last Enemy, was one of the finest to come out of World War II. In it he recalled: “The voice of the controller came unhurried over the loud-speaker, telling us to take off, and in a few seconds we were running for our machines.

“I climbed into the cockpit of my plane and felt an empty sensation of suspense in the pit of my stomach. For one second time seemed to stand still and I stared blankly in front of me. I knew that that morning I was to kill for the first time. That I might be killed or in any way injured did not occur to me. Later, when we were losing pilots regularly, I did consider it in an abstract way when on the ground; but once in the air, never. I knew it could not happen to me. I suppose every pilot knows that, knows it cannot happen to him; even when he is taking off for the last time, when he will not return, he knows that he cannot be killed.

“I wondered idly what he was like, this man I would kill. Was he young, was he fat, would he die with the Führer’s name on his lips, or would he die alone, in that last moment conscious of himself as a man? I would never know. Then I was being strapped in, my mind automatically checking the controls, and we were off.”

RAF Pilot Officer Roger Hall, No 152 Squadron, flew Spitfires in the Battle of Britain. In his book, Clouds of Fear, he remembered: “I watched the Hurricane turn over on its back and fall away. The pilot himself was on fire and he fell away from the machine. As the Hurricane went into a shallow dive, he released his parachute, but as it opened, its shrouds caught fire. The pilot, who had now succeeded in extinguishing the flames on himself, was desperately trying to climb up the shroud lines before they burnt through. I witnessed this scene with an hypnotic sort of detachment, not feeling myself able to leave it as I circled above. I was thankful to see the flames go out and the parachute behave in a normal manner. I felt a great surge of relief well up inside me, but it was to prove short-lived.

[image: image]

Tangmere control tower.

“Two 109s appeared below me coming from the north, and travelling very fast towards the south as though they were intent upon getting home safely to France.

“I disregarded the pilot hanging from the parachute and diverted my attention to the 109s, which appeared to be climbing slowly. I felt I should get my first confirmed aircraft now and turned on my back to dive on them. When I was in the dive I had my sights well in front of the forward 109 with lots of deflection, for I was coming down upon them vertically. The leading 109 was firing and I looked to see what he was firing at but could see no other aircraft near him. Then I saw it all in a fraction of a second, but a fraction that seemed an eternity.

OEBPS/Images/21-2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/21-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/11-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/14-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/16-1.jpg
US, 4R FoRCE-

473704






OEBPS/Images/19-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9-4.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9-2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/23-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/9-3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/7-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/20-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/10-1.jpg
OUT FOR VICTORY.

THE AIRMAN.

Who means to teach the Hun a lesson.





OEBPS/Images/10-2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
LONE EAGLE

THE FIGHTER PILOT EXPERIENCE

PHILIP KAPLAN





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
LONEEAGLE

THE EIGHTER PILOT EXPERIENCE - FROM WORLD WAR |
AND WORLD WAR Il TO THE JET AGE

PHILIP KAPLAN






OEBPS/Images/5-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/12-1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/22-1.jpg





