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Oh on my breast in days hereafter
 Light the earth should lie,
 Such weight to bear is now the air,
 So heavy hangs the sky.

 


A E Housman
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INTRODUCTION BY SERIES EDITOR

It is a great pleasure to be able to write the series introduction for this book on airmen and airfields. This one deals with the Ypres area, and subsequent ones will deal with other parts of France and Belgium well known to the men of the RFC and RAF.

I suspect that many of us will have visited cemeteries on the Western Front and found the grave of someone from the airforce, occasionally a couple of them side by side, and found ourselves wondering where they had flown from and what disaster had befallen them. Obviously this applies to all the others to be found in the cemetery, but the story of airmen has an individuality to it that does not appear to belong to the other arms. Their battles in the air against the enemy, the elements and the vagaries of their own machines, seems altogether more comprehensible than the tale of individual infantrymen incorporated in the masses of men who were engaged in combat on the ground. That this was true even at the time can be seen by the emergence of the cult of the air aces. Disapproved of by many in the RFC and discouraged by the authoritites for some time, the British eventually fell into line with the attitude of the other combatant powers. Names like Ball, Hawker, Mannock and McCudden; Bishop and Guynemer; Richthofen and Voss still have a resonance amongst a large number of people today.

The stories of aerial combats are often well known. But I think that there is also a fascination of watching a technology that first succeeded in the twentieth century so rapidly being turned into an instrument of war that developed with bewildering speed. Flimsy aircraft, poorly armed (if at all) and capable of carrying only quite light men were transformed within a couple of years into well armed machines, some equipped to perform astounding manoeuvres, with a bombing capability that became quite significant by the end of the war. The RFC went from being a branch of the army to emerge as the first independent air service in the world.

Perhaps it is inevitable that a study of warfare so dependent on individuals and which is set against the development of new machines and where the numbers involved are on a more ‘human’ scale should be attractive to many people. One can only admire the tenacity of these young, very often so very young, men against such a range of challenges.

This book takes the traveller to the sites of their airfields, quite often restored to the agricultural land that they had been before the war intervened and to the cemeteries where so many of them now lie. The stories of some of those to be found lying there is given, as well as an account, in a number of cases, of some of the German airmen.

I am delighted that the Battleground Europe series has found a way of moving the story of the battles and men on the ground up in to the skies and thereby to include those famed warriors of the air. It has taken imagination to do this in a way that is practicable and interesting for people on the ground, and I feel that Mike O’Connor has managed to do this in a fashion that will be of great interest and practical use to all of us who have an interest in the Great War and in this radically new departure in the means of engaging in war.

 


 


Nigel Cave 
Ely Place, London
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INTRODUCTION

I first visited the Western Front in the early 1960s when, as a callow youth of twelve or so, my family drove down to the south of France on camping holidays. At the time I had little comprehension of the Great War as it seemed so long ago and the immediacy of the end of the Second World War, which had finished only fifteen years before, was far more interesting. On the first of such trips we visited my grandfather’s grave at Lebucquière British Military Cemetery, just north of Bapaume. At the time of his death he had been a 37 years old private in the Lincolnshire Regiment, wore glasses and had been wounded at least once. He was killed in September 1918 - so close to the Armistice but yet so far. This was the first time my mother had seen her father’s grave and I remember, but did not really comprehend, how upset she was. As the years passed I came to realise what a devastating effect his death, and the Great War as a whole, had had on a working class family and a widow left to bring up three young children.

In the intervening years I became fascinated by aviation, particularly the First War. I revelled, like most air-minded boys of that age, in W E Johns’ Biggles books and the various magazines that told of the thrilling deeds of aces like Ball, Mannock and Guynemer. The First War in the air pioneered military flying and to me, with the flimsy machines and daring-do, had become so much more romantic than the Second World War that I had been interested in.

Eventually my fascination was diverted into actually researching these airmen. The reality of the First Air War was very different from the romanticised stories of my youth but, nevertheless, just as fascinating. Many of my Western Front visits have been with the British Airways annual tour that has visited France and Belgium every year for the past decade or so. On these tours I would frequently notice airmen’s graves and, as the group’s First War flying ‘expert’, would be asked questions for which I had little or no information, particularly about the other ranks. The ground-crew and other airmen were the backbone of the flying services but have received little of the attention and none of the glory that the pilots and observers enjoyed. In recent years, fortunately, there has been a flood of hitherto unavailable information. Much more is now known about the individual casualties. This guide could not have been written without the information in two excellent books; Airmen Died in the Great War by Chris Hobson and The Sky Their Battlefield by Trevor Henshaw.

THE GUIDE

There have been many guides to the various battlefields of the Western Front, some of them extremely detailed, but there have not been any concerning the flying aspect. Using old photographs, maps and contemporary accounts I visited old aerodrome sites and was amazed how little many of them had changed. You can hold up an old photograph of some of them and the scene behind today appears only to lack the aeroplanes. In fact many of the farms associated with these aerodromes have probably changed little in two or three hundred years.

For the military historian most of the First War has a convenient chronological and geographical sequence in that one can relate how far a battle progressed (or not as the case may be) on a day-by-day basis. The air war unfortunately does not fit into this tidy pattern. Squadrons or flights would take off from one point, have a fight or range an artillery battery at another and casualties would be spread all over the front, on both sides and many miles behind the actual fighting. Casualties from a single air battle might be buried in different cemeteries miles apart.

This guide has attempted to link interesting events and individuals together, into some sort of logical and digestible order, despite the differences in time and geography. The choice of personalities and events is purely my idea of what is interesting. There has always been the glamour of the scout or fighter pilot and the ‘aces’ and in recent years there has been what I consider an unhealthy obsession with trying to discover ‘who shot down whom’. This at best is a risky pastime, taking into account the confused nature of an air battle, the fallibility of human memory and the marked absence of German records. The air war was not just about aces but involved all the mundane tasks of photography, reconnaissance, artillery ranging, bombing, tank co-operation, infantry co-operation, supply dropping and all the myriad tasks that enabled the Allied armies win the war. To concentrate on just one aspect of the aerial battle does not do justice to the rest.

However in a book of this kind one cannot ignore the ‘aces’ theme, though I use the information of ‘who got whom’ advisedly and would hope that I have presented a reasonably balanced picture of what the first air war was like.


THE COMMONWEALTH WAR GRAVES COMMISSION

The Commission never fails to impress me and any praise for them is too little. They care for my grandfather (and my mother) and maintain the beautiful cemeteries with what seems a ridiculously small workforce. I have trouble keeping my garden under control and yet they maintain acres of manicured grass and lovely flower beds to perfection, with a mere handful of staff.

I would urge all visitors to the cemeteries to record their comments in the Visitors’ Book, for this not only shows the Commission and its staff that their work is appreciated but it also keeps alive the memory of the thousands of servicemen buried there.


HOW THE GUIDE WORKS

At the beginning of the guide is a map of the entire area covered by this volume. On it are marked the major towns and the aerodromes, with an overlap so that the reader can also relate places to features that will appear in future volumes. In addition a number of events described had their origins outside the scope of the present volume (for instance No. 20 Squadron, who feature in a number of incidents, were based outside the Ypres Salient at Ste Marie-Cappel.)


THE TOURS AND DIRECTIONS

The guide has three tours for ease of presentation but there is no compulsion for the visitor to follow these and the reader can visit individual sites at random. Each tour has its own map with the locations of all the points to be visited, plus most of the places that are mentioned in the text. However, if you cannot find a certain point or feature refer to the first overall map in the book. All maps and aerodrome diagrams are aligned with north at the top. All are to scale but not necessarily the same scale.

There are directions from one site to another, but such is the nature of the industrialisation of some areas of this region, not to mention the motorways that cut across the battlefields, that detailed directions in some cases would become too involved. In most places I have given precise instructions but in others the reader will need to use their initiative and be able to use a map. The directions for the towns are detailed, as one can get completely lost in their one-way systems. The road numbers are correct at time of going to print but there is a lot of road building in progress and the numbers do change. Most Belgian place-names have been written both as the British ‘Tommies’ knew them in the First World War and also as they appear on maps today in Flemish. (for example Courtrai and Kortrijk).

I would strongly suggest that paying a few francs for a yellow Michelin 1/200,000 scale map covering the relevant area is a sound investment, particularly one that has all the Commonwealth War Graves Cemeteries marked. These maps have a separate insert giving the cemetery decodes.


AERODROMES

For all aerodrome entries there is an associated plan, with present day buildings annotated. This should enable the reader to orientate himself. Also noted, are the locations of some of the buildings and other features that once stood there. On every plan there are arrows that are aligned with present day photographs, which explain more fully the layout and views you can expect to see. The arrow has a number alongside it referring to the relevant photograph. Certain aerodromes will require considerable imagination, such as Merville/La Gorgue, where so much has disappeared under housing estates and industrial complexes.

Many of the points of interest that you can visit were established on farms or near châteaux. They are of interest to you and me but please remember that these are private residences and they do not like hordes of visitors crossing their property any more than you would. Please respect their privacy and use your discretion.

Jasta 99 in the summer of 1999, during the ‘mission’ to take the aerial shots for this book. Left to right: the author, Peter Holloway and Jim Davies. The picture is taken on the presentday Merville airport. It is always tempting to assume the present location of an aerodrome is that of a First War one. Today’s Merville aerodrome is not that from which W.B. Rhodes Moorhouse took off from to earn the first air VC.
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CEMETERIES

In each cemetery entry I have given the Commonwealth War Graves reference number, as it appears on the 1/200,000 Michelin map, so that if you become lost as a result of my directions, you can at least navigate to the relevant location. The reference is given as the map section, followed by the cemetery number (i.e. 5/29 is Ypres Reservoir Military Cemetery, which is No. 29 cemetery in section 5)

At each cemetery the pertinent grave numbers are given, so that the visitor has a starting point for not only the individual involved but the section of associated text. I would suggest that you view the cemetery register and locate the grave to be visited, as the orientation of some cemeteries can be confusing to start with.





THE DEVELOPMENT OF MILITARY FLYING

Great Britain

Early Days

Military experiments with balloons began at Woolwich Arsenal in 1878 and a balloon section participated in the Aldershot manoeuvres of 1880 and 1882. These were judged a success with the result that a Balloon Equipment Store was set up at Woolwich by the Royal Engineers to manufacture balloons, instruct in ballooning and serve as a Depot.

In 1883 the Store was transferred to the Royal Engineers Depot at Chatham and was renamed the Balloon School and Factory.

During Sir Charles Warren’s expedition to Bechuanaland in 1884 three balloons were employed with a force of two officers and fifteen NCOs and other ranks. After this episode, however, little official interest was displayed and it was only the efforts of a few enlightened officers which kept military ballooning alive. For example, experiments in observing gun fire were carried out, mainly with captive balloons. In 1890 a balloon section was introduced into the army as a part of the Royal Engineers and two years later the centre of balloon work was moved to Aldershot. During the Boer War in 1899 four sections were employed and carried out useful work in directing artillery fire and observation, despite unfavourable conditions and not a little prejudice. In 1905 a better site at South Farnborough was chosen and this evolved into what became the Royal Aircraft Factory (later re-titled the Royal Aircraft Establishment to avoid confusion with the Royal Air Force) and the site of the famous Farnborough air shows. In 1911 the Air Battalion of the Royal Engineers was formed and the Balloon School at Farnborough became No.1 Company and No.2 Company, with aeroplanes, moved to Larkhill in Wiltshire.


The Royal Aircraft Factory

The aeroplane experiments of two aviation pioneers, Lieutenant William Dunne and Mr Samuel Cody, were encouraged by Colonel Capper, superintendent of the balloon factory, despite very meagre financial resources. In September of 1907 the first British army airship, Nulli Secundus, flew at the Factory. Cody was involved with this and had been supplying man-carrying kites to the Factory since 1904. The Factory carried out research into all aspects of aeronautics and did much to standardise component parts of aeroplanes. The value of this was demonstrated during the war when a host of furniture and wagon making companies could be subcontracted to manufacture aeroplanes or aeroplane parts. There was criticism from some areas that the Factory was a government monopoly and this came to a head in 1916 with the so-called ‘Fokker Scourge’ when British losses increased considerably due to obsolete machines. These had been largely products of the Factory. Friction arose as the Factory felt it should supervise and co-ordinate the efforts of the private makers, whilst the independent aeroplane makers feared the paralysing effect of officialdom.


Private enterprise

The British had taken up aviation rather late and were well behind France and Germany. The Royal Aero Club had been formed in 1901 and issued its first Aero Certificate to a qualified pilot, J T C Moore-Brabazon, in March 1910. The first, recognised, powered flight in Britain had been made by Cody in 1908 using a self-built machine, and in 1911 Tom Sopwith had also built his own aircraft, having previously flown mainly French and American designs. He acquired premises at Kingston where during the First World War thousands of his aircraft were built, including the legendary Sopwith Camel. There was no shortage of enthusiasm, though most of the early pioneers were reasonably well to do, and were spending their own money. By the beginning of the First World War there was a host of aircraft manufacturers, some of them quite small and many destined not to survive the post -war collapse of the aviation industry. Geoffrey De Havilland built his first machine in 1910 but later that year joined the government Royal Aircraft Factory. The main centre for civil aviation was the motor racing circuit at Brooklands where A V Roe had made his inaugaral flight, though there were other centres like Eastchurch, and Claude Graham White’s works at Hendon (now the home of the Royal Air Force Museum).


The Creation of the Royal Flying Corps

The lack of official interest and progress in aviation, was continually highlighted by the aviation press, and eventually the government was forced to act. A sub-committee of the Imperial Committee of Defence recommended the creation of a British Aeronautical Service and this came into existence on 13 April 1912. It was called the Royal Flying Corps and was to consist of a Military Wing, a Naval Wing and a Central Flying School. The old No.1 Company became No.1 Squadron and No.2 Company became No. 2 Squadron. In theory it was a combined military and naval air service, but in practice it was doomed to failure with split control. The Naval Wing continued to do its own thing, ultimately becoming the separate Royal Naval Air Service ( RNAS ).

Between 1912 and the outbreak of war the RFC carried out considerable experimental work in co-operation with the army, aerial photography, bombing, wireless telegraphy and photography.

In the army manoeuvres of 1912 each of the two opposing forces were supplied with an RFC squadron. The defending side was able to use air reconnaissance to locate the attacking force, commanded by General Douglas Haig, whilst the cavalry had been unable to do so - and in a fraction of the time. Grierson, commanding the defending force, used aeroplanes for reconnaissance for the rest of the manoeuvres.


The Royal Naval Air Service

The Royal Navy initially showed interest in airships for the protection of trade routes due to the apparent lack of performance and promise of aeroplanes. After a disastrous start, when their first airship broke its back before even flying, interest quietly lapsed. However, in 1911 a patriotic pioneer pilot, Francis McClean, who owned the site of the flying field at Eastchurch on the Isle of Sheppey, offered to loan two of his machines to train four RN officers. George Cockburn, another pioneer pilot, offered to train them free of charge and Short’s provided free technical assistance at their factory. Short Brothers had their factory at Battersea but later opened another at Eastchurch and became almost the exclusive supplier of seaplanes to the RNAS. Later in 1911 McClean bought another ten acres at Eastchurch and gave it to the Royal Navy to set up their own flying school. Much experimentation was carried out with wireless, seaplanes and flying aeroplanes from ships. Shortly before the war the Navy revived its interest in airships ordering several from different manufacturers, including some from Germany, and in January 1914 airships became the exclusive preserve of the Royal Navy. By the beginning of the war the RNAS had established a number of bases round the coast of Britain.


To War

In June 1914 the RFC concentrated all its squadrons at Netheravon. The mornings were given over to trials and experiments and the afternoons to lectures and discussions. Reconnaissance, photography and moving landing grounds were all practised, and plans for mobilisation were also formulated. Four days were allowed for this, with a move to France on the sixth day.

War came in August 1914. At its declaration No.2 Squadron made the epic flight down from their base at Montrose in Scotland, and yet 2, 3 and 4 Squadrons were all at Dover by the evening of 12 August, with 5 Squadron arriving two days later. 6 Squadron was given the job of preparing the aerodrome at Dover and some of their personnel made up the numbers of the other squadrons. The squadrons crossed the Channel on the morning of 13 August. There had been meticulous planning for this operation with all the support transport collected at Regents Park and consisting of motor cars and commercial vehicles still in the gaudy colour schemes of their previous owners.

The RFC was a tiny force of 276 officers and 1797 other ranks - about half the size of an infantry brigade. It took to the field with virtually all of its available resources and the aeroplanes left behind were largely worn out or scrap. In command of the RFC was Brigadier General David Henderson, who had fought at Khartoum in 1898 and distinguished himself during the Boer War. He had learned to fly at Brooklands at the grand age of 49 and over the next four years was probably the most influential force on the development of British air power.

The four squadrons collected at Maubeuge on 16 August and for two or three days relatively little happened. On Wednesday 18 August the first historic reconnaissance was flown by P B Joubert de La Ferte, in a Bleriot of 3 Squadron and G W Mapplebeck in a BE2 of 4 Squadron. Both became completely lost in cloud but were able to return later unscathed. The RFC quickly proved its worth and on 22 August large bodies of enemy troops were spotted advancing on the British line. During the retreat from Mons the squadrons moved from field to field, moving in all about ten times in as many days. In particular the RFC spotted von Kluck’s attempt to outflank the British Expeditionary Force and the signal was taken personally by Henderson to British Headquarters.

After the Battle of the Marne and the so-called ‘Race to the Sea’ the RFC moved north with the rest of the British Army and set up headquarters at St Omer, where they soon settled into the pattern that would remain for the rest of the war. With the advent of static trench warfare the style of operation involved mapping enemy trench systems and fortifications, ranging artillery using wireless, photography and bombing. In November 1914 F H Sykes, who was in charge of the RFC at the time, decentralised the RFC and grouped 2 and 3 Squadrons to make 1 Wing, with 5 and 6 Squadrons comprising 2 Wing, each responsible to First and Second Armies respectively.


Expansion

With the massive increase of the British forces on the Western Front there came the last significant change in the RFC structure when, on 30 January 1916, Wings were grouped to make Brigades. A Brigade would consist of a Corps Wing, whose squadrons were dedicated to particular artillery formations in their Army, and an Army Wing with fighter squadrons, whose job was to clear the air of enemy machines and protect the Corps aircraft. By the end of the war a Brigade could have more than two Wings, and as the British army took over more of the line from the French further Brigades were formed to support the newly created Armies. Each was a self-supporting organisation with its own Aircraft Park for issuing new machines, its own Kite Balloon Wing and all the other ancillary units such as ammunition columns, lorry parks etc.


The Royal Air Force

The public outcry about the German air raids on Britain, particularly the daylight aeroplane raids of the summer of 1917, forced the government to completely re-appraise the whole question of the air services. A committee under the great South African statesman Lieutenant General Jan Christian Smuts examined all aspects of air policy and organization. The main feature was to be the establishment of an independent air service by the amalgamation of the RFC and RNAS into a single force, the Royal Air Force, on 1 April 1918. One of the main driving forces during this process was Lieutenant General Sir David Henderson. There was much grumbling from the independent RNAS concerning the loss of their naval terminology and tradition, but nevertheless it worked and many ex-RNAS officers reached the highest ranks of the RAF.



Germany

Zeppelins and balloons

The German experience in many ways was similar to the British, though they utilised airships, particularly the rigid Zeppelin type, to a much greater degree.

In 1884 the Prussian Army set up a detachment to examine the use of balloons and by 1901 this had grown to two Companies. Like the RFC they used spherical balloons both tethered and free, but then moved onto the sausage-shaped kite balloon similar to the observation balloons used in the First World War. Even though most of their efforts were directed at airships, in October 1908 the General Staff set up a technical section to observe various areas, including aviation. The War Ministry, bowing to the suggestions of the General Staff, authorised financial help to the most promising of the private aeroplane constructors. A prize of 40,000 marks was put up in 1908 for the first flight by a German aeroplane and this was won in October of that year at Johannisthal near Berlin.


Aeroplane development

The Albatros Werke put an aeroplane and a pilot at the disposal of the military, much the same way as Francis McClean had done with the Royal Navy at Eastchurch, and by March 1911 ten pilots had been trained. As a result of a military commission investigating various types of machines seven were eventually purchased. At the army manoeuvres of 1911 aeroplanes gained valuable experience but the army was still more concerned with balloons. Fortunately for the Germans the Chief of the General Staff, General von Moltke, was a far-sighted officer and in 1912 proposed detailed plans of how the aviation services should be organised. The War Ministry was still concerned, however, that the promise of heavier than air flying could suffer a setback and that the flying services were receiving more attention than they should. However these plans did start to come together in October 1913 when Oberst von Eberhardt became the first Inspekteur der Fliegertruppen on the formation of the office of Inspektion der Fliegertruppen (abbreviated to Idflieg) Considerable training and expense went in to the Fliegertruppe from this date up to mobilisation on 1 August 1914.


The German air organisation

At the outbreak of war there were thirty three Feldflieger Abteilungen (field flying companies) with six machines each, with another ten allocated to the fortress towns of Germany, plus twenty three balloon units and twelve army airships, most of which were unsuitable for operations. Each of the eight German Armies were allocated a balloon unit and one Feldflieger Abteilung, with another to each Corps. The airships were kept under the control of Army High Command, but due to a variety of factors their numbers were halved within a month and they were never actually used for reconnaissance in the West. The Army High Command was entitled the Obersten Heeresleitung, which was abbreviated to OHL.

The German air service, like their RFC counterparts, operated a mixed collection of machines, and not until the middle of 1916 did the two-seater units have an aeroplane with a forward firing gun for the pilot and a ring mounted machine gun for the observer at the back. These were designated C-type machines. In addition the Germans were the first to utilise the fixed machine gun synchronised to fire through the propeller. An aircraft equipped with this feature, the single-seater Fokker monoplane, was able to maintain aerial supremacy from mid 1915 until the Spring of 1916.

By March 1915 the number of Feldflieger Abteilung had more than doubled and specialist units were being developed. The bomber force was eventually amalgamated into Kampfgeschwader der Obersten Heeresleitung or Kagohl (ie Ka of the OHL) and five of these units were formed.


The first fighter squadrons

Initially the Fokker monoplanes were allocated to two-seater units in twos or threes but for the Battle of Verdun in 1916 they were reorganised into three Kommandos. In August 1916 they became Jagdstaffeln (hunting squadrons, abbreviated to Jastas). Equipped with the new biplane D-type single-seat machines replacing the out-dated E-type monoplanes, and with a strength of a dozen aeroplanes, these Jastas were the first true German fighter units. Finally in October the position of Kommandierenden General der Luftstreitkräfte (Kogenluft) was created and was now responsible for all German flying units (except the German navy and Bavarian ones) including training and reported directly to the Chief of the General Staff of Armies in the Field. This was the formation of the German Army Air Service.

All flying units were re-organised and the old Feldflieger Abteilung became Flieger Abteilung and the artillery units were re-designated Flieger Abteilung (A). The former carried out long range reconnaissance for army headquarters and the latter the duties of infantry co-operation and artillery observation. Units were no longer responsible to individual Corps but allocated to each Army and as such were very similar to the shape and operation of the British Brigade system that had evolved a few months earlier. The head of each Army’s flying units was titled Kommandeur der Flieger (Kofl).


The Amerikaprogamm

With the entry of the United States into the war, Germany realised that American industry would soon be a deciding factor and a decision must be forced before this happened. The flying services embarked on a major expansion, which they called the Amerikaprogramm, calling for an increase of forty Jagdstaffeln and seventeen Flieger Abteilung (A), in addition to massive increases in aircraft production and training. In June 1917 Jastas were grouped together into Jagdgeschwader, when Jastas 4, 6, 10 and 11 combined to form Jagdgeschwader 1. The target of forty fighter units was achieved but in practice most were only up to half strength and in the end the two-seater units increased by only six of the projected seventeen, though the strength of some others was increased.

In March 1918 the German army launched its last great offensive to try and obtain a breakthrough before the might of the American forces could become decisive. The use of new tactics and the new reserves, brought from the Eastern Front, very nearly triumphed. Losses in the Luftstreitkräfte, or German Air Service, were high.


The End

In June 1918 Kogenluft produced another expansion plan but German industry was unable to meet these targets, due to the lack of raw materials. The training of pilots and observers could also not keep up with demand. Finally, the Allied blockade reduced the amount of fuel that German aeroplanes were able to use. At the Armistice on 11 November 1918 the German army had some 280 flying units and a personnel total of about 4,500, which was considerably less than the RAF. Nevertheless, it had been effective in the way it had been employed.

Under the terms of the Armistice the German air service handed over all its fighters and bombers and though some aeroplanes were used in fighting on the Eastern front during 1919 it was officially disbanded in May 1920.






German ranks and their British equivalent

German army





	German
	British


	Oberst
	Colonel


	Rittmeister
	Cavalry Captain


	Hauptmann
	Army Captain


	Oberleutnant
	Lieutenant


	Leutnant
	Second Lieutenant


	Fähnrich
	Officer Cadet


	Offizierstellvertreter
	Warrant Officer


	Vizefeldwebel
	Sergeant Major


	Feldwebel
	Sergeant


	Unteroffizier
	Corporal


	Gefreiter
	Private (First Class)


	Flieger
	Private



German navy





	Kapitäinleutnant
	Captain


	Leutnant zur See
	Lieutenant


	Oberflugmeister
	Senior NCO (flying service)


	Vizeflugmeister
	NCO (flying service)


	Flugmeister
	Airman (flying service)






The RFC Order of Battle 
Third Battle of Ypres 31 July 1917
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The Ypres Area B
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The Western Area
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Chapter One

YPRES: THE WESTERN AREA

The first tour of the Ypres area encompasses all elements of the air war from the First Battles of Ypres, namely October 1914, through to the Third Battle of Ypres 1917, thence onto the German offensive of 1918 and to the final Allied advance of late summer 1918. On this tour the places that will be visited, with the principal points of interest, are:


Ypres Reservoir Cemetery - a mid-air collision 
Vlamertinghe Military Cemetery - Sergeant Tooms, 41 Squadron 
Vlamertinghe New Military Cemetery - Eric Reiher, Jasta 6 
Lijssenthoek Military Cemetery - Lieutenant Colonel D S Lewis 
Abeele Aerodrome - Lanoe Hawker and the first air combat VC 
Bailleul Communal Cemetery Extension - Thomas Mottershead VC 
The Bailleul Aerodromes - 1 Squadron and the Nieuport scout 
The Huts Cemetery - McCudden’s seventeenth victory


It is fitting that the tour starts from the centre of Ypres, the Grote Markt.

 


Leave the Grote Markt to the left of the Town Hall, following Korte Torhoutstraat and then turn left along Lange Torhoutstraat until the left turn down Hoge Wieltjesgracht. A few hundred yards on the left is Ypres Reservoir British Military Cemetery.

Ypres Reservoir Cemetery

It is best to park on the right off the road. The cemetery (5/29) is on a wide leafy road and from its green tranquil acres one can see the Cloth Hall and St Martin’s Cathedral. It is built on the northern edge of what had been the town prison and originally consisted of three cemeteries, which were later combined into one.

Entering by the furthest cemetery gate walk straight ahead to Plot 1 and the fifth row from the back of the cemetery, where are located the graves of Second Lieutenants John MacHaffie and Robert McKergow, both of 29 Squadron RFC. (graves 1 E15 and 1 E16)

29 Squadron and the Nieuport Scout

29 Squadron, who were based at nearby Poperinghe aerodrome, had arrived in France in March 1916 equipped with the De Havilland DH2 scout. A year later they received the French Nieuport scout. Casualties among squadrons during the summer of 1917 were heavy, particularly as 29 Squadron was still flying this aircraft, a fine machine in its day, but now badly outclassed by the faster and more heavily armed German Albatros scout. The Nieuport had developed through the types 16, 17, 23 and 27 but the performance increase had been minimal. Most pilots could not even tell the difference between the type 17 and the type 23. The RFC had also removed the belt fed Vickers machine gun, synchronised to fire through the propeller. They replaced it with an over-wing Lewis gun firing over the propeller, that required hauling down every time a pan of ammunition needed replacing. The strength to push the gun back up the rail against the slipstream was considerable, even without the distraction of combat. The RFC Lewis drums were twice the capacity of the standard infantry version, containing 97 rounds and were very heavy. In theory pilots were supposed to re-stow the empty drums and bring them back for reloading but in practice many simply threw them over the side rather than waste dangerous moments replacing them in the rack.

Nieuport Scout B3631 of 29 Squadron at Proven. Note the clumsy over-wing Lewis gun arrangement. This machine had previously flown with 1 Squadron RFC at Bailleul until damaged by a landing Sopwith Triplane.
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The 29 Squadron crest. Motto: Impiger et Acer (Energetic and Keen).




The rotary engine

Apart from the awkward gun arrangement, the difficulty of operating the fuel and ignition of the Le Rhone rotary engine, must have caused the loss of many an inexperienced pilot. The rotary had its stationary crankshaft bolted to the aeroplane, whilst the cylinders, with the propeller rigidly attached to the engine casing, rotated around it.

In the days of fairly basic engine design and manufacture it gave excellent power output for its size and weight. It was not a simple task, however, to provide ignition, fuel and lubrication to an engine that was whirring around at high speed, all of which made it difficult to control or regulate accurately. The rotary engine was in reality a blind avenue as there was a limit to the size of engine and mass of rotating metal, producing large gyroscopic forces, which an airframe could contain.


MacHaffie and McKergow (I E15 and I E16)

The loss of MacHaffie and McKergow was all the more tragic as it was due to a simple accident.

They had taken off from Poperinghe at 1245 hours in an eight-man patrol led by Lieutenant C W Cudemore during which a Kite Balloon was strafed to little effect and two German formations were observed, but were too far away to engage. The patrol returned after an uneventful hour and a half. Perhaps the relief of returning safely from another mission made them relax and in a moment of inattention they collided and spun to the ground locked together. In the days before parachutes mid-air collisions were nearly always fatal. Both pilots had only been at the front for just a month. McKergow, the son of a Colonel, had been lucky to survive five months as an observer in 1916 with 70 Squadron, at a time when the two-seater Sopwith One-and-a-Half-Strutter squadrons were suffering appalling casualties. MacHaffie hailed from Toronto and was a member of the great Canadian contingent in the British and Empire air services, which was out of all proportion to the number of Canadians serving on the Western Front. Perhaps the pioneering aspect of aviation appealed to the Canadian character, and certainly many of the top aces were Canadian. In the seesaw nature of aerial superiority the RFC struggled through most of 1917 with obsolete equipment and was compelled to hang on until better aeroplanes like the Sopwith Camel, SE5 and Bristol Fighter, arrived later in the year. With them the balance swung again in the Allies favour.

Officers of 29 Squadron at Poperinghe aerodrome in September 1917. Left to right: Captain A G Jones-Williams, Lieutenant H M Ferreira and Lieutenant C W Cudemore. At the rear is Lieutenant J Collier. Cudemore was leading the patrol during which MacHaffie and McKergow collided.
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The remains of MacHaffie’s and McKergow’s Nieuport Scouts after their crash on 21 September 1917. The nearest machine, B3634, was that flown by McKergow.



Lieutenant R D G McKergow.


[image: e9781783409969_i0013.jpg]


Continue along the road until Maarschalk Haiglaan and turn left to the roundabout and follow signs to Vlamertinghe via the N308. In the centre of Vlamertinghe turn right past the church to Vlamertinghe Military Cemetery, which is only a hundred yards or so on the right.



Vlamertinghe Military Cemetery

The gates of the cemetery (5/111) were donated by Lord Redesdale whose son, Major Mitford, is buried here. The first grave to be visited is that of Sergeant C S Tooms of 41 Squadron (V E15). The fliers’ graves are half way down the cemetery on the right hand side.

The FE8 fighter

In 1915 the British did not have synchronisation gear that enabled a machine gun to fire through the propeller. Two fighter machines were designed to overcome this problem. The first to fly, on 1 June 1915, was the Airco DH2, designed by Geoffrey de Havilland, and this employed a pusher arrangement with the propeller at the rear. The pilot sat ahead of the engine and thus had an unobstructed field of fire for his forward firing machine gun. On this type of machine you definitely did not throw empty Lewis drums over the side as they would fly back and smash the propeller. A severed blade inevitably would slice through one or more of the booms holding the tail on, with potentially lethal results. Even empty cartridge cases from the gun could cause damage to the spinning propeller. The first ever dedicated fighter squadron, No.24, commanded by Major Lanoe Hawker VC, DSO, arrived in France in February 1916 equipped with this type of machine.

FE8 ‘2’ of 41 Squadron. This was the machine belonging to Lieutenant Meredith Thomas (later Air Vice-Marshal).
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The second design to the same formula was the Royal Aircraft Factory’s FE8 and this was to be their first true single-seater fighter. One innovative feature was that the whole cockpit nacelle was manufactured as a welded steel frame with aluminium skinning instead of traditional wood and fabric. Unfortunately, by the time production was under way and the first unit equipped with it, No.40 Squadron, arrived in France in August 1916, the design was already out of date.


Sergeant C S Tooms of 41 Squadron (V E15)

The second unit to be fully equipped with the FE8 was 41 Squadron, who had arrived in France on 15 October 1916. Despite a number of engagements with the enemy they did not gain a confirmed victory until 24 January 1917, when Sergeant C S Tooms brought down an Albatros scout east of Zonnebeke.

The combat report filed by Tooms after scoring 41 Squadron’s first official victory.
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Cecil Stephen Tooms came from Northampton, and had served as an observer in 1 Squadron in early 1916 at Bailleul. He had obtained his Royal Aero Club aviator’s certificate, No.3757, on 26 October 1916. Tragically he would not enjoy the distinction of scoring 41 Squadron’s first victory for very long as only four hours later, while on patrol with Lieutenant C E V Porter, he died in an attack on two enemy scouts. The enemy scouts, identified as Rolands, were much faster. Tooms and Porter succeeded in driving one or other of the enemy off each other’s tail until Porter’s gun jammed and the enemy turned their attention onto Tooms, who was shot down and killed. He was the fifth and final victory of Vizefeldwebel Ulmer of Jasta 8. Porter survived the war and retired from the RAF in 1946 as an Air Vice-Marshal and with a CBE.
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Sergeant C S Tooms of 41 Squadron.




Felix-Brown and Nason of 46 Squadron (V B10 and V B11)

Adjacent to Tooms is the crew of C A Felix-Brown and J W W Nason, who on Boxing Day 1916 had the dubious distinction of being the first casualties suffered by 46 Squadron, and were also brought down by Ulmer. They had taken off at 1030 hours from their aerodrome at Droglandt, a few miles north west of Poperinghe, on a photography mission. Perhaps they were too absorbed in their job and failed to see the enemy scout which attacked them from behind. The Nieuport two-seater side-slipped and then nose dived into the ground between the British first and second line trenches at Railway Wood, near Hooge. The wreckage was so close to the enemy line that 46 Squadron’s commanding officer felt it was not worth risking lives to recover it and the remains were abandoned. It was not all one sided however as another crew from 46 Squadron shot down and seriously wounded Ulmer in February, putting him out of action for a while.

 


Return to the centre of town and turn right following the green CWGC sign, over the railway and the N38 and almost immediately Vlamertinghe New Military Cemetery is on the left.

Lieutenant C A Felix-Brown, observer to J W W Nason.
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Vizefeldwebel Alfred Ulmer of Jasta 8. Born in 1896 he was promoted to Leutnant while in Jasta 8. Wounded on 5 February 1917, he was killed in action with 20 Squadron on 29 June 1917. The aeroplane behind him is a captured Sopwith Pup.
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The combat report filed on 5 February 1917, by Captains G Boumphrey and L Findlay of 46 Squadron when they shot down and seriously wounded Ulmer of Jasta 8.





Vlamertinghe New Military Cemetery

The cemetery (5/43) is completely hidden from the road behind houses and not easy to find when the sign is missing, as it was on my last visit. I suggest that you park next to the cemetery sign on the right and walk down the alleyway between the houses, on the opposite side of the road. There are two German graves to visit here. The first is Erich Reiher of Jasta 6 and the second, Leutnants Reichstein and Raddatz of FA7. Proceed down the left side of the cemetery to Plot 1 and the grave (D1) of Leutnant Erich Reiher.

The Air War

The air war was fought predominantly on the German side of the lines. This was due mainly to the aggressive way the RFC took the war to the enemy and partly to the fact that being a smaller force the German air service had to husband its resources. The reasons for being forced down were not always combat-related. Apart from mechanical failure, for the Allies, there was also always the risk of running out of fuel returning from a patrol when making slow headway in to the prevailing westerly winds. Consequently, many Allied airmen became prisoners of war, whilst their German counterparts could force-land in their own lines. The German tactics were unlikely to win the war and the ability of the British flying services to roam across the enemy back areas made the life of the German army a misery. Well-directed artillery fire, bombing and strafing by the British flying services was a decisive factor in the Allied victory.

It was unusual for a German machine to come down on our side and when they did were of great technical interest. Beginning in late 1916 a system of proper technical assessment of captured machines was instituted and each machine or even pieces of wreckage were allocated a number, the first one obviously being numbered G1. Unusually in this cemetery there are the crews of two German losses, which were given G numbers.


The German fighter unit

The basic fighter unit of the German Air Service or Luftstreitkräfte was the Jagdstaffel or Jasta as the abbreviation was better known. Generally of a smaller size than an RFC squadron it had perhaps eight to ten pilots, though later in the war this could drop to only six or so. Unlike the RFC, German units could be commanded by someone of fairly junior rank. They did not have a system whereby a position carried an automatic rank entitlement, as in the RFC where a flight commander was a Captain and a squadron commander was automatically a Major. With the increase in Allied air power the Germans realised that to be effective they would have to concentrate their smaller forces and apply these at those points where they were needed. Jastas were then grouped into Jagdgeschwader, the first JG1, consisting of Jastas 4, 6, 10 and 11 formed on 23 June 1917, and von Richthofen was officially appointed its commander on 25 June. To Allied pilots this unit with its brightly coloured machines became ‘the Flying Circus’.


Leutnant Erich Reiher, Jasta 6 (I D1)

Eric Reiher, born in Chemnitz in 1890, had not been in Jasta 6 very long and on 20 June 1917, in company with his Commanding Officer, Oberleutnant Eduard Dostler, he had shot down a British observation balloon - both observers parachuting to safety. Dostler, who was destined to receive the coveted Pour le Mérite (or Blue Max as it was known) and claim 26 Allied machines, also brought a balloon down and again the two observers parachuted to safety. Some pilots, like the great Belgian ace Willy Coppens, specialised in this form of warfare but generally most scout pilots avoided it. The risks in attacking them were considerable, as they were not only heavily defended by guns, but occasionally by fighters as well. In addition they were difficult to set alight - there was little point in just puncturing them to be repaired and used again - and the observers were equipped with parachutes.

Just after lunch on 23 June the kite balloons of 2 Kite Balloon Wing suffered a concentrated attack by six Albatros fighters of Jasta 4, one of the component parts of Jagdgeschwader 1, and three balloons were brought down in flames, whilst the observers of the other three also took to their parachutes. This must have been quite a sight as, apart from the three burning balloons, there were eleven parachutes swinging in the sky at the same time. For Second Lieutenant Harold Cresswell, from Barnsley, of No.9 Section this was the fourth time in a month he had taken to his parachute, having been one of the victims on 20 June. (Cresswell was wounded later and as a result of his injuries had to resign his commission in January 1918.)

The gravestone of Leutnant Eric Reiher Jasta 6. This style of German marker is one of several varieties to be found in Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemeteries.
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The following day, 9 Kite Balloon Section had their revenge when Reiher attacked one of their balloons and was shot down and killed by defending fire. The wreckage, allocated the number G49 by the RFC, was retrieved by a party from No.21 Squadron. Unlike the RFC, who camouflaged their machines and employed simple markings to denote squadrons and flights, the Jastas painted their aircraft in colourful individual schemes. The technical report on the remains of G49 noted that the tailplane and elevator were painted with longitudinal black and white stripes about a foot wide, which was the unit marking of Jasta 6. Of the little salvaged from G49 the machine guns went to the Ordnance Department, the ammunition and radiator to Headquarters RFC and the magneto was kept as a spare for another flyable example of the Albatros that the RFC had captured.


Reichstein and Raddatz FA 7 (I B30 and I B31)

Just a few rows behind Reiher are buried the crew of a two-seater DFW CV of Flieger Abteilung 7, whose machine was given the number G45. FA 7 was an artillery observation and reconnaissance unit and worked in much the same way as our own Corps squadrons.

The morning of 15 June 1917, had seen a heavy mist but by lunchtime this had given way to large banks of cloud. A patrol of three FE8s of 41 Squadron led by Captain S W Taylor took off for an Offensive Patrol around Ypres. The FE8, an elegant machine, was now obsolescent if not actually obsolete and only one other squadron, No.40, was fully equipped with it.

Stanley Wedgwood Taylor, from Durban in South Africa, joined 41 Squadron in October 1916 and had recently been appointed a Flight Commander. He was a very experienced pilot and earned a Military Cross during his time in 41. The patrol gradually gained height before crossing the front line. Even though it was the middle of June it would have been very cold at high altitude with little protection from the blast of the slipstream. Frostbite was not an uncommon occurrence, despite aircrews bundling themselves up in several layers of clothing and smearing grease on exposed parts of the body. Limbs would go numb during a long patrol and when descending would come back to life, often with such pain that pilots would climb again to ease the agony and then start a much slower descent. The patrol slowly flew over the great muddy scar that was the front line, with its desolate, featureless landscape. They were just inside enemy lines at 9,000 feet when they spotted an enemy machine coming through the clouds heading west it was nose down, travelling very fast and apparently trying to escape from a pursuing Sopwith Triplane. It shot past Lieutenant G C Holman who managed a short burst of 10 rounds as it passed. Second Lieutenant Parker also fired a burst at 50 yards range but the two-seater’s fate was sealed when Taylor fired a burst of 40 rounds, or nearly half a drum, into it at point blank range. The enemy machine immediately went into a vertical dive, continuing straight down and smashed into the ground. The crew of Leutnants Friedrich Reichstein and Johann Raddatz were killed. Much of 41 Squadron’s lack of success had been the ability of the heavier German machines to dive away from the FE8, so Taylor’s victory was all the more remarkable.

 


Return to the N38 and turn left along it. Proceed westwards towards Poperinghe heading for Steenvoorde on the D948 until you come to the Lijssenthoek Military Cemetery sign, turning left off the road past the familiar tall hop poles of the area.



Lijssenthoek Military Cemetery

This very large cemetery (5/40) was first used by the French Hôpital d’Evacuation and in June 1915 began to be used by British Casualty Clearing Stations. Between April and August 1918 it was employed by Field Ambulances, the Casualty Clearing Stations having been evacuated in the face of the German advance. It has the greatest concentration of fliers in Belgium, with nearly 100 buried here. Many of the casualties were based at nearby Abeele aerodrome (see page 45) and this is reflected in that 6 Squadron, who were there from April 1915 until November 1917, have 31 casualties; 29 Squadron have 5; and 4 Squadron a total of 8.

There are two points or areas of interest here. For the first proceed to Plot V on the right side of the cemetery, fifty yards from the Cross of Sacrifice, to grave A25.

Lieutenant Colonel Douglas Swain Lewis (V A25)

From the RFC point of view probably the most significant casualty buried here is Lieutenant Colonel D S Lewis DSO, who was the second highest ranking RFC/RAF officer to be killed in action during the war. He is buried in a long row of eighty or so officers that includes five Lieutenant Colonels and a Major General.

[image: e9781783409969_i0021.jpg]

Lieutenant Colonel D S Lewis RFC and RE.



Lewis, born on 5 April 1886, in Banstead, Surrey, was the youngest son of Captain E Lewis and had passed out of Woolwich into the Royal Engineers in December 1904. He had been promoted to Lieutenant in June 1907 and on 14 May 1912, taken his Royal Aero Club certificate, No.216, at Brooklands, then joined the RFC in 1913. Along with Captain Baron Trevenen James, he was a pioneer of wireless telegraphy and artillery ranging. He had gone out to France in August 1914 with the Wireless Flight of 4 Squadron, then commanded 3 Squadron from April 1915 and at the time of his death was commanding 2 Wing. There is little doubt that such a talented and popular officer was destined for the highest ranks of the RAF if he had survived. A fellow officer noted in his diary:


Lewis, RE, landed for lunch after three hours’ spotting with the wireless machine. He flies it by himself and works the wireless at the same time. Went up directly after lunch for another three hours’ spell. Heavily Archied all the time. I believe he likes it. (‘Archie’ was the First War term for anti aircraft fire).

His DSO, gazetted on 31 December 1914, reads:

For valuable information repeatedly furnished to the Royal Artillery in regard to the position of the enemy’s guns. His direction of our artillery, whilst flying, has constantly led to direct hits on the enemy’s batteries and the silencing of their guns.


In September 1914 Lewis had carried out his first attempt at wireless control of artillery and had laboriously squared off maps for his own and the battery commander’s use, so that he could refer to a specific point rather than a vague geographical feature. After showing this idea to Major Geoffrey Salmond, a staff officer at RFC HQ, he was referred to the topographical section at GHQ, who enthusiastically took the scheme up. Soon the whole front had been covered by a series of gridded sheets. The reporting of fall of shot had previously consisted of the artillery system of ‘short’, ‘long’, ‘left’ or ‘right’ but at a conference of chief artillery officers and representatives of the RFC, B T James had suggested that the use of the infantry method of points of the clock was better. Lewis wrote to his Commanding Officer, Major John Salmond (the brother of W G H Salmond and a future Marshal of the RAF):


I have evolved a more elaborate system of ranging applicable chiefly to heavy siege howitzers where economy of ammunition is most important. I have a celluloid disc, with circles inserted at 25, 100, 200, 300, 400 yards radius according to the scale of the map. Outside are painted the figures of a clock. The circles are lettered A to E. The disc is pinned with its centre on the target and its X11 - V1 diameter towards the battery firing. Shots are then signalled down according to their position on the map, C9, B2, etc. This will eliminate all error except that of map reading and I think it well worth trying. I intend to try it the next time I range the 9.2.


The casualty report filed for Lewis and Gale on 10 April 1916. It is signed by Major G F Pretyman, CO of 1 Squadron.
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The system eventually used true north as the axis of the clock and more range circles were added for greater accuracy. It was first used at the Battle of Neuve Chapelle in March 1915 and remained the standard system for ranging artillery for the rest of the war.

Lewis’s luck ran out on 10 April 1916, when he borrowed a Morane Parasol from 1 Squadron, departing Bailleul at 1047 hours and, together with a non-RFC observer, Captain A W Gale DSO, carried out artillery observation in the Wytschaete - Hollebeke area. The machine received a direct shell hit at about 7,000 feet and at 4,000 feet the tail fell off with the remains plummeting into the ground east of Wytschaete.

For his work and courage Lewis was twice Mentioned in Despatches, in addition to receiving the DSO. The RFC could ill afford the loss of people like Lewis and James. James had been killed on 13 July 1915, but has no known grave and is commemorated on the RAF Memorial to the Missing at Arras. (Gale is buried next to Lewis in grave V A26)


German night bombing (graves XXI DD 12 to 16)

Proceed now to plot XXI where there are several graves associated with German bombing of the Allied rear areas.

Major A W H James Commanding Officer of 6 Squadron. Later Wing Commander Sir Archibald James KBE, MC.
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German night bombing of the British rear areas was a regular occurrence and exacted a steady toll throughout the war, which ultimately resulted in the formation of the first specialist night fighter squadron, No.151, to counter this menace. On the night of 30 September/1 October 1917 6 Squadron’s aerodrome at Abeele was bombed and the Equipment Officer, Lieutenant C S Hickie (grave XXV E II), killed. Another four of 6 Squadron’s ground personnel at Abeele were killed in this fashion on 31 October 1917, and are buried here. They are: M Davies (XXI DD12), E D Stimpson (XXI DD16), E G C Bradbury (XXI DD16a) and WE Gurnsey (XXI DD18). The Commanding Officer of 6 Squadron, Major A W H James MC, wrote of this incident,


The Germans were developing night bombing and soon after I had taken over command of the squadron I felt sure that they would bomb our aerodrome sooner or later. It was so easily identifiable, with the big road on its southern boundary and the village so close to it. I therefore borrowed picks and shovels from Corps sappers and set the men to digging slit trenches, one close to the entrance of each of the Nissen huts which housed about sixteen men apiece. The Nissens were clustered together but the officers slept in separate huts, often only fabric over wooden frames, and it was not feasible to dig trenches for them. Everyone enjoys a job which is not their own and work started with enthusiasm. But after a few inches they struck the awful Flanders clay and their enthusiasm waned rapidly; they had to be driven to get down to the necessary depth. The trenches were then revetted with corrugated iron. It was the night of the September harvest moon, and so bright that one could have read by moonlight. I was sharing a hut with my adjutant, Mark Patrick, midway between the officers’ huts and the mens Nissens. In the small hours a solitary German flew over from north to south and dropped a stick of eight bombs - small ones, about 20 - lbs each, but of a very deadly anti - personnel type. Each had a thin steel rod eighteen inches long projecting out of its nose, which detonated the bomb at that distance above ground and gave a dreadful lateral dispersal of steel fragments. We rolled out of our camp beds when the first bomb went off and lay on the floor - and very flat too! Fragments came through the hut walls above us. As the noise of the engine died away we both jumped up and pulled on boots and overcoats. I told Mark to go round the officers’ huts while I went down to see the men. They were standing in clusters and a number of them were grouped at the end of one of the Nissens gazing at a curious lump which hung over the door on a piece of twisted corrugated iron. ‘What is that I asked’ as I reached them. ‘That, sir, is the Medical Orderly’s insides’. Although the men had all entered the trenches at the first sound of the German’s engines, this silly fellow had left them to fetch something.


Return to the D948, turn left and proceed along it until on the right appears the familiar Commonwealth War Graves Commission green sign to Abeele Aerodrome Military Cemetery.

Abeele Aerodrome
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Abeele Aerodrome

Despite its name, Abeele Aerodrome Military Cemetery (4/20), situated on the edge of the old aerodrome, contains not a single flier! The graves are of troops killed in April/May 1918 and July/August 1918 and at one time also contained 99 French and 84 Americans, who have since been removed.

Abeele aerodrome was first occupied by two flights of 6 Squadron, the third flight, commanded by Captain Lanoe Hawker, arrived shortly afterwards. (Airfields and Airmen: Somme, page 81)

On mobilisation of the RFC in August 1914 No.6 Squadron had remained in England as a reserve for other units, but when it was decided to send a force to relieve Antwerp in October 1914 it was hurriedly made up to strength. Machines and pilots came from the Central Flying School, and spare parts, tools and equipment were bought from private firms. They landed at Bruges on 7 October and immediately commenced reconnaissances. The following day they flew to Ostende, where they shared the racecourse with the Belgian Air Service, but five days later they were forced to retire to Dunkirk, and by 16 October were at St Omer and then moved to Abeele via Poperinghe.

Picture No.1. The view today looking north. The cemetery is off to the right. The aerodrome was on both sides of the road.
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Picture No.3. Abeele aerodrome today. Aerial view looking south. The road in the background is the French/Belgian border.
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The 6 Squadron crest. Motto: Oculi Exercitus (The Eyes of the Army).



Many squadrons operated from Abeele during the course of the war, including Nos.3, 3 Australian Flying Corps, 4, 5, 6, 8,10, 29, 32, 41 and 53. By 1916 the canvas hangars had been replaced by wooden framed and corrugated iron covered structures, and the side of the aerodrome adjacent to the large pond seems to have been abandoned as a flying ground.

Picture No.2. The De Havilland DH2s of 29 Squadron in front of the later permanent double type of hangar. These were made with a wood frame and covered by corrugated iron sheeting.
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Louis Strange and the gas attack

It was a pilot from 6 Squadron at Abeele, Louis Strange, who first observed gas from the air, which the Germans used in the Second Battle of Ypres in 1915. In his autobiography (Recollections of an Airman, John Hamilton 1933), he recorded,


On April 22nd I was cruising up and down over the Salient with Lt. Hawkins. We were watching out for gun flashes in the fading light when suddenly my attention was attracted by what appeared to be streams of yellowish-green smoke coming from the German front line trenches. This was such a strange phenomenon that we dropped to 2, 000 feet to have a good look at it. At first I was completely puzzled, but finally my brain connected it with the rumours we had heard about the German preparations for using poison gas. About ten days previously a German soldier, captured by the French at Hill 60, had told his captors about a big attack planned for the Ypres area when a deadly gas was to be used. The information duly reached British headquarters, and one day our No. 6 Squadron had received orders to search for this attack. We had discovered nothing, and were inclined to look upon the rumour as something that had originated in the aforesaid prisoner’s brain.

But now we thought otherwise, and as a matter of fact, we had seen the beginning of the first German gas attack which nearly gave the game into the enemy’s hands. We did not bother about our job any more, but raced back full throttle to Poperinghe, where we were bustled into a tender and taken straight to the Fifth Corps Headquarters to report personally to General Plumer. He questioned us very closely about what we had seen, and we realised that things were going to be serious.

Quite how serious I do not think we appreciated. The next morning I was up in the air before daybreak, taking Capt. Harold Wyllie over the Salient in order to ascertain what had happened during the night, as soon as there was sufficient light to see by. To our amazement we could find no signs of troops in the usual trenches,but soon discovered a new front line of trenches about four or five miles nearer Ypres. Whether these were occupied by French or Germans it was impossible to tell from the heights, but as soon as we dropped down low enough we obtained ample evidence that this new line, extending from Boesinghe to St. Julien, was held by the enemy. Wyllie hurriedly sketched it in his map and we hurried back; by 8.30 a.m we were at GHQ, where we expressed our apprehension of the fact that we had failed to discover any traces of British troops confronting the Germans in their new positions.


To quote Louis Strange again concerning his description of Abeele:


I have a photograph of this aerodrome to which we moved back. The main road, flanked by trees, is the one leading from Poperinghe to Bailleul, but we had to cut some of them down to ensure a good approach to the aerodrome, on which can be seen the white T that denoted the direction of the wind and the best place to land. The Squadron’s lorries can be seen parked on the road, on either side of which are the canvas hangars that housed our machines. At that time we had a separate hangar for each machine, but my Martinsyde Scout, which was an extra, can be seen tucked away behind a corner of one of the hangars where it was always kept. The two machines very close together are BE2c’s, while the one on the other side of the road is the one in which Capt. James had installed his special wireless apparatus. It was destroyed by a direct hit from anti-aircraft gunfire, and to our very great sorrow poor James was killed as well. The dark circle is a pond, full of frogs which made an abominable row at night, while the bell tents and other erections are the officers’ quarters and mess.


The vertical photograph of Abeele as described by Louis Strange.
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Lanoe Hawker, the first air combat VC

Abeele is perhaps best known for Lanoe Hawker. Born in Hampshire in 1890 he joined the Royal Engineers in 1911 and had learned to fly in 1913. Joining the RFC just before war broke out he went immediately to No.6 Squadron and went with them to war in October. He showed great fighting spirit and innovation, carrying a variety of bombs, grenades and darts to harass the enemy. He received the DSO for his bombing of the Zeppelin shed at Gontrode on 22 April 1915 and his general disregard for danger over the previous months. On one occasion he was wounded in the ankle by ground fire and continued to fly despite having to be lifted into the cockpit of his machine. He had recently acquired a single-seat Bristol Scout to which he had attached a Lewis machine gun firing at an oblique angle to avoid hitting the propeller. In the evening of 25 July he took off from Abeele and pursued three German two-seater machines, bringing the last one down in flames. The observer either leapt or fell out of the machine to his death. Hawker wrote (Hawker VC by Tyrrel M Hawker, Mitre Press) :


I strafed a Hun, last Sunday over Ypres on the Bristol. Opened fire at about 100 yds - I had come on him from behind unawares - and he burst into flames and crashed in our lines.

I felt very sorry for him when he fell in flames, but war is war and they have been very troublesome of late.


Lanoe Hawker dressed for cold weather. Crews wore a great variety of garments to keep out the extreme cold. Much of it was homemade though some could be bought from military outfitters in the UK.
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The following day he recovered the Iron Cross from the German pilot, Hans Roser (who is now buried in the British Cemetery at Sanctuary Wood). The award of the Victoria Cross to Hawker was not only for this action but also for consistent courageous work and, though the third air VC awarded, it was the first for aerial combat. The citation, which appeared in the London Gazette on 24 August 1915, read:


For most conspicuous bravery and very great ability on 25th July,1915. When flying alone he attacked three German aeroplanes in succession. The first managed eventually to escape, the second was driven to ground damaged, and the third, which he attacked at a height of about 10,000 feet, was driven to earth in our lines, the pilot and observer being killed. The personal bravery shown by this Officer was of the very highest order, as the enemy’s aircraft were armed with machine guns, and all carried a passenger as well as the pilot.


Bristol Scout No.1611 in which Hawker won his VC on 25 July 1915. Note the awkward offset Lewis gun mounting. The picture was taken at Abeele aerodrome, probably on the western side looking to the south.
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He was killed on 23 November 1916, by Manfred von Richthofen, whilst commanding No.24 Squadron, when they were based at Bertangles, north of Amiens. They were the RFC’s first single-seat dedicated scout squadron. Hawker has no known grave.

Many aerodromes were only occupied at odd times and were left for periods unused but Abeele was in constant use until it was evacuated in March 1918, by that time being too close to the front line. It was not occupied by the Germans and is not to be confused with the German aerodrome at Abele or Abeele, east of Roulers (or Roeselare).


Hit by a shell

German fighters, archie and machine-gun fire were not the only threats to the crews flying over the Western Front. It was quite commonplace for pilots and observers to see artillery shells during their flight. Heavy shells would be travelling relatively slowly at the top of their trajectory before they accelerated down and away to their target. They would be observed as large black blobs, rather like big bees. Flying at medium to low level through an artillery barrage was also a risky pastime and an unknown number of aircraft were blown to bits. There are a number of accounts of a nearby machine disappearing in the blink of an eye and all that remained would be a few fragments fluttering down to disappear into the morass below. There were also a few lucky souls who were hit by shells and lived to tell the tale.

RE8 A3848 of 4 Squadron hit by a shell on 16 August 1917 when being flown by Second Lieutenant R D Starley and Lieutenant B C R Grimwood
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R D Starley later in life when he was a Group Captain.



One such incident occurred to a No.4 Squadron machine flying out of Abeele. Just after lunch on 16 August 1917, Lieutenant R D Starley lifted off in his RE8 for a Contact Patrol in the II Corps area. A plunging artillery shell passed through the top wing and smashed through the right hand side of the fuselage breaking two of the four longerons that made up the fuselage.

Sport was an essential part of maintaining morale in the RFC. This is 6 Squadron’s football team at Abeele and consisted of NCOs and men. The CO Major James is third from the left in the middle row
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A few inches to one side and the shell would have decapitated the pilot and passed through the observer, and if it had exploded the machine would have disappeared entirely. The observer was slightly injured and, though the aeroplane had an extremely weakened structure, they made a safe return to Abeele. The incident was notable enough to figure in The War in the Air, the official history of RAF in the First War.

Starley was one of the lucky few given a Permanent Commission in the post-war RAF. Between the wars he served in Iraq and India and in the Second World War commanded a flying training school in Canada. He retired in 1942 as a Group Captain in the Technical Branch and died in 1970.

 


Return to the main road. Turn left back along the D948 and turn right at the D10 sign, signposted to Boeschepe and Bailleul, south to the town of Bailleul. As you enter Bailleul there will be a No Entry sign ahead, turn left there and follow the road to a T- junction. Turn left then immediate right at the green sign to Bailleul Communal Cemetery and Extension. There is ample parking on the right.



Bailleul

Visit the cemetery first and then inspect the sites of the aerodromes on leaving the town.

Bailleul was a very important centre until March of 1918, being far enough behind the front line to be beyond anything but the heaviest of German artillery. The town bustled with training areas, rest camps and Casualty Clearing Stations and was an important railhead and supply centre. In addition it contained probably the most important aerodromes in the Second Army area. Bailleul aerodrome was not one but three aerodromes and with the passage of time it is now difficult to work out which squadron was actually based where, as official documents are a little casual when they refer to a given location. The three aerodromes were the Asylum Aerodrome, the Town Ground and the East Aerodrome. During the Second Battle of Ypres the squadrons based here were heavily involved. 1 Squadron at the Asylum Ground distinguished itself at Hill 60 by maintaining continuous patrols over it and ranging all the wireless equipped artillery on to German batteries that were making life difficult for the infantry on the hill. Bombing, though in its infancy, was carried out on railway stations and rolling stock.

After the Second Battle of Ypres the area became a relative backwater, if there was such a thing, as the British army embroiled itself in the Somme and Arras battles. However, this all changed in 1917, with the Battle of Messines. This began on 7 June and was the preliminary action of the planned offensive that later became better known as the Third Battle of Ypres or Passchendaele. The Third Battle of Ypres was fought by the British Fifth Army, brought up from the south and supported by the machines of 5 Brigade, with the additional support of 2 and 4 Brigades. In order to bolster 5 Brigade a number of units were transferred from other brigades.

The Bailleul Aerodromes
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From the Order of Battle of 2 Brigade (see page 23) which was supporting Second Army you can see the distribution of squadrons and their locations. The commander of 2 Brigade was Brigadier General T I Webb-Bowen. At the time of Neuve Chappelle he was commanding 2 Squadron as a Major and by July 1916 was in charge of 2 Brigade, and was still in charge of it at the Armistice. He was not a popular officer as, amongst other things, it was felt that gallantry decorations were difficult to gain in 2 Brigade and he made himself even more unpopular as Air Officer Commanding in India in the early 1920s with his attitude to junior officers. He retired as an Air Vice-Marshal in 1933 and died in 1956.
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Picture No.4. Bailleul photographed in 1999 looking north.



The RE8’s of 42 Squadron supported the guns of II(Anzac) Corps, and 53 Squadron also with RE8’s, supported the artillery of IX Corps. Each squadron was allocated to specific batteries and RFC pilots and observers were encouraged to visit their batteries and discuss shoots. In addition, wireless operators were attached from squadrons to the batteries. There were several hundred of these and though they may not have enjoyed the glamour of their squadrons they suffered the many dangers of the men in the artillery batteries. Many were killed by enemy shellfire and, as a group, have received little recognition. Both 42 and 53 Squadrons were based at the Town Ground.


Bailleul Communal Cemetery and Extension

This enormous cemetery (5/89) with its long rows of regimented headstones contains a great variety of graves. As with many of these cemeteries, the first burials were in the old civil cemetery but when this became full an extension was opened in an adjacent plot. There are 611 graves in the Communal Cemetery and 4,403 in the Cemetery Extension. As a counter to the long held theory of ‘lions led by donkeys’ and the image of red-tabbed generals in the comfort and safety of their châteaux, it is worth noting that there are two Brigadier Generals and five lieutenant colonels buried here.

There are a large number of fliers here, nearly eighty, and they reflect where the squadrons were based. There are a fair proportion from 42 and 53 Squadrons, who were at the Town Ground, another group from 1 Squadron at the Asylum aerodrome and another large percentage from 45 and 20 Squadrons based at nearby Ste Marie-Cappel.

Captain Walter Lawrence (F5)

On entering the cemetery extension there is a gate on your immediate right into the original cemetery, in which there is also a French section.

In grave F5, in the third row as you enter is buried Captain Walter Lawrence, the first flying casualty suffered by 6 Squadron, when he accidentally crashed his Bleriot XI on 2 January 1915 at Bailleul. Lawrence, who was attached to the RFC from the Essex Regiment, was not only one of the earliest fliers in the UK but was considered one of the best. He had taken his Royal Aero Club certificate, No.113, on 1 August 1911, on Salisbury Plain in a Bristol biplane. On 6 December 1912, he had joined the RFC and was known for his skill as a flier, as well as for his good humour, kind-heartedness and keenness. He was promoted to Flight Commander and temporary Captain in August 1914 and had gone out to France in that month with the original RFC Expeditionary Force in a supernumerary position with 2 Squadron. It is believed he was born Count Lorenzo Walter Falcioni, being the son of an English mother and an Italian father. He had been educated largely in Paris and had become a naturalised British subject.

On the evening of 1 January 1915, Captain A C E Marsh, temporarily in command of 6 Squadron, had issued orders to Lawrence, commander of C Flight, for a one machine special mission to bomb an enemy petrol store. His machine, a French built Bleriot, No. 1842, had only flown a total of seven hours and had forced landed on 27 December due to engine failure, with the result it was dismantled and returned on a lorry. It was re-assembled on 1 January with a slightly more powerful engine and Lawrence insisted on carrying out a test flight before he took his observer on the special mission. The weather was not yet good enough for the operation and after the test flight Lawrence intended demonstrating a prolonged dive to show his observer what it would feel like on the mission itself. He took off at 0815 hours and was seen flying normally but at some stage performed a dive. Due to the more powerful engine he probably found himself closer to the ground and faster than he intended and pulled back on the stick rather too violently causing both wings to fracture. In his desire not to overstress the damaged wings he then reduced speed too much, stalled and then side-slipped, which resulted in a nose dive. At this point both wings failed completely in an upward direction, though they did not become detached, and the machine dived vertically into the ground from about 200 feet. Though rescuers were on the scene immediately there was nothing that could be done. One of the several eye-witnesses to the unfortunate accident was B T James. For some reason the Court of Inquiry did not consider the repair to the wing damage caused in the forced landing.

Captain Walter Lawrence accidentally killed on 5 January 1915.
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Von Puttkamer and Hyiiers FFA 5 (B4 and B5)

If you return to the extension cemetery gate there is a long row of German burials against the hedge to your left and in row B graves 4 and 5 you will find Georg von Puttkamer and Hans Hyiiers, both of Feld Flieger Abteilung 5 (FFA 5). This was a two-seater unit and on 26 April 1916, the two of them were carrying out a reconnaissance of the British back area when they were attacked by Lieutenant W J C Kennedy-Cochran-Patrick flying Nieuport Scout 5172:


It was one of those very hot days with a haze, when it is only possible to see the ground directly underneath and down-sun. I had already been up twice testing machines and was in the office giving particulars of the last one when an orderly came in with a telegram from Boulogne, to say, that a German machine had passed over heading towards St Omer. I walked out pulling on my gloves and there sure enough was the Hun, almost overhead and very high up. It did not take long to get my Nieuport started up. She was always standing ready with a can of petrol alongside for doping, and I was in the air in a couple of minutes.

Lieutenant W J C Kennedy-Cochran-Patrick and Nieuport scout 5172 at St Omer. It was while flying this machine he brought down Puttkamer and Hyiiers on 26 April 1916.


[image: e9781783409969_i0038.jpg]


But in spite of this the Hun was out of sight. However, I started off in the direction of the ‘Archie’ bursts climbing hard. Soon Cassel showed up underneath and by the aneroid I was at 9000 feet, but still no signs of the Hun. And then I saw, away ahead a black speck making for Ypres. Down went the nose and away we roared in pursuit as I coaxed the last possible revolution out of the engine. But it was to be a repetition of the former day’s fruitless hunting; before I had reached the line of our sausage balloons by Ypres the speck had sunk down earthwards away on the other side. Cursing gently I turned back. However it could not be helped and it was a lovely day. A machine was flying south away behind me. I chased it more from curiosity than from anything else. It was a De Havilland which was soon caught up. Then I turned back, there was plenty of work to be done and my forehead was getting cold with leaning out watching for machines. I leant back, throttled down the engine and clamped the control so that we would descend slowly as we flew along. It certainly was a lovely day. I was just about on a level with the top of the haze which had that vague sort of purple colour which is peculiar to the horizon of a heat haze. The Nieuport droned its way on as I leant back with arms folded. We were at 7000 feet I noticed, over Clairmarais Forest, when I suddenly saw out in front a burst from the St Omer ‘Archie’. I threw a clamp out of action, opened up the engine and did a sharp turn. There above me was a Hun machine which had been up to now obscured by the top wing.

There is no mistaking the heavy lumbering flight of the German machine, stolidity in every line. He was some 5000 feet above me I estimated, which as a matter of fact proved absolutely correct as we got the registering barograph in his machine afterwards.

I did a wide circle up towards him getting at the same time to the sunny side of him in order to get the sun in his eyes. Meanwhile I saw him above me heel over and do a half turn to have a look at me, the sun glinting all the time on his white planes on which the Iron Crosses showed bravely. One look seemed to suffice for he was off towards Armentières almost at once. I was still a little in front of him so I did another turn to gain height and then started off after him. Almost at once he opened fire. The range must have been nearly a mile. Pop-pop-pop, Pop-pop-pop I could hear him. The almost deliberate slowness of fire of German aeroplane machine guns is quite a feature.

When about 500 yards away I got in under his tail so that it intervened between me and the observer in his back seat. He swerved a little, presumably to see where I was but I swerved with him and he soon gave it up thinking no doubt that he had outclimbed me. This was excellent. I got to about 200 yards, with the tail still between us, and opened fire in bursts of about seven. The first drum was over in about seven seconds and I swung out to the right, into the sun, in order to avoid running into him. He at once opened fire again and I zigzagged about in the air, working my machine with the left hand while I changed drums with the other. It didn’t take long and I turned off again in pursuit. Every now and again he would turn to left or right to get a clear shot at me, but I always avoided him by getting back into position under his tail. This time I opened fire at about 150 yards playing the sight up and down his fuselage from rudder to engine. The drum was finished while I was still about 70 yards off. The excitement of it all was in my blood. I called to my little Nieuport to do her best and swung out again to change afresh. I could see the observer leaning out and firing at me but by never keeping in a straight line I presented a very difficult target. This drum changed too easily. I was back behind him in no time determined to bring him down this time. I held my fire right to the last. At about 80 yards I let go. Almost at once he swung out to the right and went down in a gentle spiral. Where we were I did not know, in fact I thought he was going down on his own side of the line. I dived on him and fired another burst. Then he started going down more and more steeply. I shut off my engine and pulled the Nieuport up to a reasonable speed. The aneroid was at 14000 feet and the air speed at 120 knots. I could hear his engine still functioning. Down and down he went, down and down I followed. I could see his shadow and machine growing nearer and nearer. Would he flatten out and land? But he still went straight down till at last shadow and machine met just on a road. I was at 7000 feet, I remember, coming down in a giddy spiral shouting at the top of my voice. A hurried glance round told me we were near Hazebrouck. I chose a field nearby and came down, flattened out and saw a sunk road just ahead. I pulled down the tail, the skid hit the ground, the wheels caught in luckily very soft ground and I stopped some four yards away from the road. Two or three extraordinarily dirty peasants ran up. I got out and was at once surrounded. They showed such obvious intention of kissing me that I fled up the road and dived in to the sheltering ranks of a lot of ASC who were surrounding the wreckage. A provost marshal and a motley collection of colonials, etc were all round pulling out the bodies and instruments. The machine had hit the side of the road and there was very little left. Both the bodies were riddled with bullets. The observer was an officer, the pilot an NCO. After rummaging about the colonel cut out the cross on the side and standing with a foot on the wreckage presented it to me over the bodies amid loud cheers. It was like a bad dream and everyone was so serious that I could not help laughing. After a bit I decided to go but could not get the engine started. I suggested that the plugs should be cleaned. Four ASC majors at once usurped the privilege ably assisted by a colonel of the same unit. An RFC sergeant then turned up. The crowd was now all round me. The sergeant swung the propeller, the engine spluttered, everyone cheered and the engine stopped. The crowd looked sheepish and the sergeant tried again. Again the engine kicked, again the crowd cheered and again the engine stopped. This went on for half an hour. Then at last the engine started. Everyone yelled, the tins were pulled away from the wheels and I started home.

(See Cross and Cockade Great Britain, Volume 14, page 105 by Russ Mullen).


Kennedy-Cochrane-Patrick was based at No.1 Aircraft Depot St Omer when this combat occurred and was flying one of the first Nieuport Scouts delivered to the RFC. Nieuport Scout 5172 had been transferred from the Royal Naval Air Service in March 1916 due to the RFC’s shortage of fighter machines and was destroyed in a fatal accident on 30 September 1916, at Savy, when being operated by 60 Squadron. The pilot, Lieutenant C H M King, was on his first practice flight with the squadron and was seen to fall to the ground from 700 feet. He is buried at Aubigny Military Cemetery.

Kennedy-Cochrane-Patrick won an MC for this fight, gazetted on 24 May 1916, and later earned a bar to his MC and the DSO, having served with 70 and 23 Squadrons and then finally commanded 60 Squadron. He was killed in a flying accident in 1933.


Sergeant Thomas Mottershead VC (III A26)

While walking down the long lines of headstones it pays to make sure that a grave you wish to visit is in the row you are entering. Such is the density of burials here that the headstones in most places are shoulder to shoulder, with no gap between. There is no way of crossing into the next row other than walking to the end of a very long row and coming back.

A case in point is the next grave to be visited. Sergeant Thomas Mottershead is approximately half way down row III. He occupies a unique place in the RFC as being the only non-officer to receive a Victoria Cross.

Born on 17 January 1892, in Widnes, he studied engineering and was apprenticed as a fitter. After war was declared he joined the Royal Flying Corps on 10 August 1914. In May 1916 he began flying training and was posted to 25 Squadron via the Pilots’ Pool at St Omer. One of his companions on the way to France was Sergeant Jimmy McCudden. Flying the FE2b and FE2d two-seater pusher he distinguished himself on 22 September 1916, when he and his observer, Lieutenant Cyril Street, bombed the railway station at Samain. Diving onto an ammunition train they destroyed it with bombs and then machine-gunned a second. While climbing away they were attacked by a Fokker scout and by skilful manoeuvring Street shot it down. For this and other actions Mottershead was awarded a Distinguished Conduct Medal. Shortly after he was posted to 20 Squadron who also operated the FE2 pusher.

On 7 January 1917, Mottershead and his observer Lieutenant W E Gower took off from Clairmarais to patrol in the Ploegsteert Wood area. Their machine was found to be unserviceable so they transferred to another and were able to catch up with the other FE detailed for the patrol. They were then attacked by two Albatros scouts and one of them, piloted by Vizefeldwebel Göttsch of Jasta 8, got under their tail and set the FE’s fuel tank on fire. The fuel tank was behind the pilot and in order to keep the roaring flames away Gower used the extinguisher to spray Mottershead. Fire was the great dread of all airmen and there was the possibility of the aeroplane exploding at any second. To save his own life Mottershead could have landed on the German side but this would have meant his observer becoming a prisoner of war. In order to save his observer Mottershead deliberately circled a field, choosing a good landing spot, rather than crash the machine in the first available field. On touch down the undercarriage collapsed throwing Gower clear but trapping Mottershead. Four days later he succumbed to his terrible burns. Every available man from the squadron was present at the funeral. Mottershead left a widow and young son.
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Sergeant Thomas Mottershead VC, DCM 20 Squadron.
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Lieutenant Cyril Street (left) Mottershead’s observer during the action in which the latter earned his Distinguished Conduct Medal on 22 September 1916, while with 25 Squadron. After learning to fly, Street was killed in action on 26 June 1917, when with 1 Squadron at Bailleul. He has no known grave.
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Vizefeldwebel Walter Göttsch of Jasta 8, who shot down Mottershead and Gower on 7 January 1917. Göttsch brought down seven FEs of 20 Squadron and was twice wounded in battles with them. He later became commanding officer of Jasta 19 and was killed in action on 10 April 1918, probably brought down by a crew from 52 Squadron.



His citation appeared in the London Gazette of 9 February and read:


For most conspicuous bravery, endurance and skill, when attacked at an altitude of 9,000 feet; the petrol tank was pierced and the machine set on fire. Enveloped in flames, which his observer, Lt Gower was unable to subdue, this very gallant soldier succeeded in bringing his aeroplane back to our lines, and though he made a successful landing, the machine collapsed on touching the ground, pinning him beneath the wreckage from which he was subsequently rescued. Though suffering extreme torture from burns, Sjt. Mottershead showed the most conspicuous presence of mind in the careful selection of a landing place, and his wonderful endurance and fortitude undoubtedly saved the life of his Observer. He has since succumbed to his injuries.


Gower for his great coolness received the MC.


Captain D C Cunnell 20 Squadron (III C263)

Continue along row III A to the path that separates sections I, II and III from section IV and this is where most of the flying casualties are buried. Donald Charles Cunnell epitomised the fighting spirit of 20 Squadron. Flying the FE2b and then the FE2d they probably were engaged in more combats than any other RFC squadron and, despite flying the increasingly obsolescent pusher, continued to be a thorn in the side of the Germans. On 6 July 1917, six machines took off from Ste Marie-Cappel for a patrol. E A Woodbridge, Cunnell’s observer in the cockpit in front of him, wrote home to his mother later that day:


We had a scrap this morning! The Huns have been very quiet lately, but today we ‘bought it’ good and proper!

Six of us arrived at the lines at about 10.30 a.m. and saw six Huns patrolling miles over their side. We went over and attacked.

Before you could say Jack Robinson, umpteen more appeared, and a hell of a scrap ensued. According to the official report, there were at least forty Huns! Seven are claimed as being brought down, of which we claimed four.

I was so near one poor devil I could easily see his face. I emptied a whole drum into him, and then he burst into flames.

I’ll never forget that chap’s face, I must have got the petrol tank as there was a terrific flame and cloud of black smoke.

He saw everything was up, and simply threw his hands up and clasped his head and seemed to completely double up.

It’s surprising how you notice one particular thing like that and which seems to stand out so well afterward.

I also got another chap, but didn’t claim him because, as far as I could see, he was only out of control.

On our side, three were driven down, one with the poor old observer with a blighty, the other two being too much shot about to reach home. Just to make matters better for the last five or ten minutes, Archie started.

The actual time of the fight was forty minutes - exceptionally long, as usually an aerial fight lasts about fifteen minutes. I thought that other time, when we had eighteen up against us, it was about the limit, but after today, why, it’s a mere handful. The Hun must have had every blessed machine for miles around up this morning, and if it takes forty of ‘em to engage half a dozen of us, well, I don’t think there is much doubt as to who holds the supremacy of the air.

Well, I’ll wash out now as I have to turn out at 2.15 in the morning, up again with Cunnell, our Flight Commander. I wonder if he is going to have me as his observer.

(The Red Knight of Germany by Floyd Gibbons, Cassell 1930).


It makes you wonder what effect these letters had on poor Woodbridge’s mother! 20 Squadron had run into Jasta 11 led by Manfred von Richthofen.

Von Richthofen, who had taken off from Marckebeeke (See the Marckebeeke entry in Chapter three) wrote:


On a very fine day, July 6, 1917 I was scouting with my officers. We had flown for quite a while between Ypres and Armentières without getting into contact with the enemy.

Then I saw a formation on the other side and thought immediately, these fellows want to fly over. They approached the front, saw us, turned to one side and I began to feel that they flew away, but in the meanwhile I watched the enemy’s squadron closely.

Not long afterwards, it approached our front again. We had an unfavourable wind - that is, it came from the east. I watched them fly some distance behind our lines. Then I cut off their retreat. They were again my dear friends, the big Vickers.

This English type has a body braced with cross-bar construction. The observer sits in front. It would have taken us some time to get contact with them, if we had not been above them and forced them down. After some time, we approached so close to the last plane that I began to consider a means of attacking him. Wolff was flying just below me. The hammering of a German machine gun indicated to me that he was fighting.

Then my opponent turned and accepted the fight, but at such a distance that one could hardly call it a real air fight. I had not even prepared my gun for firing, for there was lots of time before I could begin to fight. Then I saw that the enemy’s observer, probably from sheer excitement, opened fire. I let him shoot, for, at a distance of 300 yards and more, the best marksmanship is helpless. One does not hit one’s target at such a distance.

Now he flies toward me, and I hope that I will succeed in getting behind him and opening fire.

Suddenly, something strikes me in the head. For a moment my whole body is paralysed. My arms hang down limply beside me; my legs flop loosely beyond my control. The worst was that a nerve leading to the eyes had been paralysed and I was completely blind.

I feel my machine tumbling down - falling. From time to time, my machine had caught itself, but only to slip off again. Whether my energy helped me in this case, I do not know. I concentrated all my energy and said to myself, “I must see - I must - I must see”

At any rate, suddenly I could discern black-and-white spots and more and more regained my eyesight.

Again I caught the machine and brought it into a normal position and continued gliding down.

First I wanted to land immediately, for I didn’t know how long I could keep up consciousness and my strength: therefore I went down to fifty yards but could not find amongst the many shell holes a spot for a possible landing. Therefore, I again speeded up the motor and flew to the east at a low height. I noticed that my strength was leaving me and that everything was turning black before my eyes. Now it was high time.

I landed my machine without any particular difficulties, tore down a few telephone wires, which, of course, I didn’t mind at the moment. I even had enough strength left in me to get up and try to get out of the plane. I tumbled out of the machine and could not rise again - I was weak.

(The Red Knight of Germany by Floyd Gibbons, Cassell 1930).


There were many machine guns firing but it is generally accepted that Woodbridge’s long-range shot had hit von Richthofen in the head, though he recovered enough to get his Albatros down in one piece. He was lucky that he was not pursued by one of the British machines. It put him out of action until the middle of August. Von Richthofen was never the same again, though he continued to increase his score up to his death on 21 April 1918.

Woodbridge survived the war but six days later Cunnell was killed by anti-aircraft fire and the machine was flown home by his observer, Lieutenant A G Bill. Despite his lack of piloting skills he got the machine back and down on to the ground, though it was badly damaged. He was badly shaken, which is hardly surprising, considering he must have had to sit on his dead pilot’s lap all the way home and would have been a sitting target for any passing German machine.


Thomas Littler - friendly fire (III D81)

Tom Littler was a victim of one of those tragic incidents that still occur in war today, when he was shot down and killed by a British machine in error.

C Flight of 1 Squadron had taken off at 1000 hours on 3 July 1917, for a patrol of the northern area of the Salient, returning about 1215 hours. Major Adams, an Australian and CO of 1 Squadron heard and then saw one of his machines spinning down, pursued by another machine, which was firing periodic bursts at it. The Nieuport continued its dive and spun into the ground at 42 Squadron’s field on the Town Ground and by the time Adams reached the wreckage the pilot was dead. The other machine, with a streamer on its tail, denoting a deputy Flight Commander, flattened out and flew away. Adams could see it was a Sopwith Pup and subsequent investigation proved it was from 46 Squadron, based at La Gorgue (see page 92). From some angles the V wing struts of the Nieuport Scout must have looked very similar to those of the Albatros Scout, though the colours of the aircraft were completely different. It is difficult to see how this mistake could have been made. As occasionally happened a quick passing shot at a friendly machine flashing by is understandable but to follow an aeroplane down where the red, white and blue roundels must have been clearly visible a number of times seems strange.

Officers of B Flight of 1 Squadron in the officer’s compound near the Asylum aerodrome early summer 1917. In the centre is Captain W C Campbell, the flight commander, and second from the right is Lieutenant Wendell Rogers (see the Vladslo German Cemetery entry in Chapter Three) On the extreme right is Thomas Littler, accidentally killed on 3 July 1917.
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The inquiry went to the very highest level (ie General Trenchard, in command of the RFC in the Field) and three days later 46 Squadron were swiftly moved down south to Bruay, whilst the offending 46 Squadron pilot, Lloyd Fleming, a Canadian, was posted to the Middle East. Fleming, during his time with 111 Squadron in Palestine, did very well and as a result of shooting down several German machines, was awarded an MC. In fact he was considered the ‘star’ of the RFC in Palestine. Fleming, though Canadian, lived for many years in the UK and died in the 1950s in Majorca.


G P Tompkins (II E28)

The stresses of the war and life in general were not confined to those flying operations and the tragic case of First Class Air Mechanic George Philip Tompkins is a case in point.

He had been posted to 7 Squadron at Bailleul in early 1916 and joined B Flight as a transport driver. He was described by his sergeant as


always rather a reserved man and kept himself aloof from the men of the flight. He did not seem to have any great friends among the men of the flight. He always carried out his work efficiently. He was of a very sensitive disposition and would feel it very much if he was checked by his superiors.


Second Class Air Mechanic Moores, who had joined the squadron with him from St Omer, said of him,


He was a religious man but did not thrust his opinions on anyone. He seemed a very sensible sort of fellow. Latterly he had rather taken to heart the manner in which some invention he had made had been treated by the squadron. He talked to me about them but did not make much fuss about them. He was rather a reserved man. He used to frequent the YMCA hut, and latterly the Church Army hut, where he played the harmonium.


On the morning of 25 June 1916, Second Lieutenant M Keegan, in charge of transport, had been obliged to ‘check’ him for missing early morning parade, his manner was quite all right while I was talking to him but about five minutes after leaving me I happened to see he was crying. At the 2100 hours roll call he was missing and placed on the absentee report form.

Three weeks later a French civilian found the body of an RFC man approximately ten yards into a field of deep corn. Next to the body, which was lying on its back with arms outstretched, was an army issue revolver, with one round fired. The body was in such a condition, having lain in the sun and rain for three weeks, that it was only identified by the serial number of the revolver and papers found on it. Captain A H Lowe of the Royal Army Medical Corps gave the cause of death as a shot to the right side of the face, but was unable to say at what range the shot was fired. The Court of Inquiry returned a verdict that really reached no conclusion and left it open, but it is difficult not to believe that Tompkins death was self-inflicted.

[image: e9781783409969_i0043.jpg]


Also buried in the cemetery is 41 Squadron’s first casualty, AM II Hubert Payne (grave X D 6), who also tragically took his own life.

 


Leave the cemetery on the right and take the first left turn at the crossroads and stop half way along this narrow road. Beware of other vehicles.



The Town Ground Aerodrome, Bailleul

The area on the left is what remains of the Town Ground aerodrome. The hangars and huts were behind the houses to the right of the area. In recent years the new red-roofed houses between you and the church have encroached on what was the actual take off and landing area.

The Town Ground was the oldest of the Bailleul aerodromes and was predominantly a two-seater (or Corps) squadron base. It was the home at various times to Nos. 4, 5, 6, 7, 42, 53 and 69 Squadrons. The aerodrome was prone to flooding and a number of times during the heavy rain of the Third Battle of Ypres it was unusable. Another disadvantage, or disconcerting feature, was that with the prevailing westerly wind take offs usually passed over the ever expanding military cemetery nearby - a grim reminder of one’s fate if things went wrong. In June 1917 a 42 Squadron crew in an RE8 stalled shortly after take off over the cemetery and spun into the ground with fatal results.

Picture No.5. The RE8s of No. 3 Australian Flying Corps Squadron on the Town Ground Aerodrome at Bailleul.
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Bailleul was a favoured target for German bombers, not only for all the camps in the surrounding area, but also for the several large railway sidings situated round the town. On 5 June 1917, a German machine flying at between 14,000 and 20,000 feet dropped a couple of bombs on the sidings midway between the Asylum and Town Ground aerodromes and about a quarter of a mile to the east. Railway trains and rails are difficult to hit at the best of times but from his great altitude he scored a direct hit on an ammunition train. It caught fire and burned for over three hours during which there were several large explosions. The aerodromes were temporarily closed. The inhabitants of Bailleul took to the cellars in fright and by the end of the day the streets were littered with glass from the many blown out windows.

A Lieutenant Fulljames was walking across the Town Ground when a particularly large explosion blew him to the ground. Before he could get up a lump of shrapnel nearly as large as his head thumped to the ground alongside him.

42 Squadron with their BE2s and RE8s were here from November 1916 until November 1917, when they were sent to Italy. After they had left one of the other squadrons purloined the seat that they had placed on the aerodrome, where interested parties could sit and watch the take offs and landings. It was known as ‘Crash View’.

After the massive devastation by the Allied artillery barrage in August 1918 the Town Ground was the only one of the three aerodromes that was usable.

 


Continue along the road to the T-junction and turn left towards Bailleul. Turn first right immediately before the Bailleul town sign. Continue ahead and where the road bears right carry straight on down Krommestraete. Continue to the S-bend and stop adjacent to the corner.


The East and Asylum Aerodromes, Bailleul

The Asylum was totally destroyed by Allied artillery fire in August 1918 and the new hospital, though in the same position and a similar size, is not to the same layout. If you face the new hospital you are looking across the old Asylum Aerodrome. The lane to your left, which you have just driven along, was where the hangars of the East Aerodrome were situated.


The East Aerodrome

This aerodrome is the most difficult to document, due to the lack of official records. No.1 Naval Squadron were here from June until November 1917 with their Sopwith Triplanes and this aerodrome may also have been where 19 and 65 Squadrons were based when official records refer to them being based at the Asylum Ground.

1 Naval Squadron had been loaned to the RFC when they had a critical shortage of decent fighters to combat the much superior Albatros scout. From June 1917 until March 1918 the unit was commanded by R S Dallas, the second highest scoring Australian ace and contained a number of successful pilots like F H M Maynard (later an Air Vice-Marshal) and R P Minifie. The Triplane was much respected by the Germans for its climbing ability and ultimately they produced their own triplane, the Fokker Dr1.

The East Aerodrome never seems to have progressed beyond the stage of having tented types of hangars and tents for the personnel.

Picture No. 6. The Sopwith Triplanes of No. 1 (Naval) Squadron lined up on the East Aerodrome at Bailleul in the summer of 1917.
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The Asylum Aerodrome

Probably the most famous of the three Bailleul aerodromes, the Asylum aerodrome, was first occupied by 6 Squadron, on 18 November 1914, when Nos. 4 and 5 Squadrons had detachments at the Town Ground.

1 Squadron arrived in March 1915 and was based here until March 1918 when the German advance forced them out. Squadrons were generally moved around fairly regularly and the only other RFC units to rival their length of tenure at one aerodrome were probably 2 Squadron at Hesdigneul and 10 Squadron at Chocques. The first hangars were erected against the back wall of the huge Bailleul Asylum and initially the squadron was billeted in the Asylum and various houses in town. Later the officers’ quarters were on the other side of the road in wooden huts, where a bathhouse and tennis courts were built.

1 Squadron had spent the whole of 1915 and 1916 as a two-seater unit carrying out the traditional duties of artillery co-operation, reconnaissance and bombing. In early 1917 they re-equipped with Nieuport Scouts and became a fighter squadron which, of course, they remain to the present day. The air war over the Salient through the summer of 1917 was furious and huge losses were suffered but many victories were claimed as well. From March through until the offensive petered out in the mud of Passchendaele in the autumn 1 Squadron claimed over 200 victories. Several pilots became high scoring aces and despite losses morale never fell, principally due to the quality of Flight Commanders like P F Fullard and W C Campbell.

Picture No. 7. The No.1 Squadron officers’ compound across the road from the Asylum Aerodrome. The buildings are the Headquarters Mess, the CO’s quarters, the bathroom and the Anteroom (with the chimney).
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Fullard was the highest scoring ace in 1 Squadron in either World War and during the summer of 1917 claimed 40 enemy machines. His career was brought to a premature end when playing football against a Scottish battalion in rest nearby and he broke a leg badly. If he had not suffered this injury he may well have been the highest scoring ace on the Allied side. He had been awarded a DSO, MC and Bar but due to his injury did not return to action. Remaining in the post-war RAF he retired in 1947 as an Air Commodore, having been awarded a CBE and the AFC.

Campbell spoke English with a marked French accent, having been brought up in France and, at the age of thirty-one, was considerably older than most of his contemporaries. Unlike most new pilots who took a while to settle in he was quickly into his stride and within three months had claimed twenty three German aircraft, been awarded a DSO, an MC and Bar and promoted to Flight Commander of B Flight. Among his victories were five kite balloons that, arguably, made him the first RFC balloon ace.

Three days later, on the first day of the Third Battle of Ypres, he was hit in the thigh by ground fire whilst strafing a German aerodrome and was evacuated to hospital. Post-war he led a very successful business life, including the chairmanship of Crosse and Blackwell and Sarsons Vinegars and was responsible for the survival of Brighton and Hove Albion Football Clubs, by amalgamating them, during his period as chairman. He died in 1958 at the age of 72 and at the funeral his coffin was carried by players from Brighton Football Club.
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The 1 Squadron crest. Motto: In Omnibus Princeps (Foremost in Everything).



Captain P F Fullard DSO, MC and Bar (left) and Captain W C Campbell DSO, MC and Bar, 1 Squadron’s most successful pilots in the First World War. The picture was taken at Reading in 1918.
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Picture No.8. The Asylum Aerodrome at Bailleul in May 1917 when occupied by the Nieuport scouts of 1 Squadron. (for the location of buildings see the aerodrome plan).



Continue ahead to T-junction and turn right along the D23 and N375 towards Ypres. Turn left in Dikkebus at the CWGC sign to The Huts British Military Cemetery.


The Huts Cemetery

This cemetery (5/53) was near gun positions and nearly two thirds of the graves here are artillerymen, as you will see from the headstones. Along the road was a line of huts for the accommodation of Field Ambulances. The cemetery was closed in April 1918 as the German advance had come too close. Walk to the Stone of Remembrance to the left of the cemetery entrance, and just adjacent to it are the graves of Ernst Hadrich and Heinrich Horstman of FA 8, shot down by Jimmy McCudden.

Jimmy McCudden’s seventeenth victim (II A1)

Abeele was visited earlier in the tour, where in 1916 Jimmy McCudden was a Sergeant Pilot with 29 Squadron flying the DH2 pusher scout, having won a Military Medal. By October 1917 he had been commissioned, been awarded a Military Cross and Bar, spent a short spell as a refresher with 66 Squadron on Sopwith Pups in France and was now with 56 Squadron as a Flight Commander. He had also done a period of instructing and two of his pupils had been his younger brother Anthony, later killed in action with 85 Squadron, and Edward Mannock, later a VC and great ace himself. 56 Squadron had been the first squadron to take the SE5 to war and Albert Ball VC had been one of its early stars.

McCudden had quickly begun to score victories and started his lone hunting of high-flying German reconnaissance aircraft. He tuned up his machine and engine and was able to extract more performance from it, which enabled him to achieve heights of over 20,000 feet. Many of his victims fell behind the British lines and of all the British and Empire aces his are the most verifiable. In his autobiography, (Flying Fury by J T B McCudden, The Aviation Book Club, no date), he wrote:


Nothing much happened of further interest to relate until October 17th, when I shot down another Hun two-seater within our lines. We left the ground at about 10.a.m. to do a patrol over our lines, as the wind was so strong from the west that I was given orders not to cross the lines. As we got height over the Nieppe Forest, I saw that the visibility was very good, and so I thought that we should have some Huns over our lines.

Very soon a Hun came over Armentières and then turned south, but it was no use our chasing him, for we had not yet sufficient height, so we flew on up the line towards Ypres, and on our way I watched a Hun two-seater who was over Comines, apparently waiting to cross the lines as soon as we passed, so I went on as far as Ypres, over which we arrived at 14, 000 feet.

Presently we saw a German two-seater scuttling towards Neuve Eglise, so very soon we were between him and his lines. The Hun was slightly higher than we were, and as we went towards him another Hun passed over us, whom some of my patrol turned to engage. However, now that the first Hun had seen us he came east towards us and then turned away west again, no doubt with the intention of trying to out-climb us, but I am sure he did not fully appreciate the performance of a well-tuned SE5.

Very soon I got to my position, and fired a good burst from my Vickers, when the LVG at once burst into flames which issued from the centre section. While the Hun was turning to the left I could see the unfortunate observer standing up in an attitude of abject dejection. As he turned I saw that the flame, which had burned the fabric off his rudder, had gone out, for apparently there was not much petrol in the centre section to burn for long. By now the Hun was gliding down towards the North, as he had no means of turning either way I was interested in following him down until he landed in our lines, for we were now over Vlamertinghe, which was fifteen miles from the trenches. But now another member of the patrol arrived and at once commenced shooting at the poor unfortunate Hun, who went in a dive and broke into pieces, no doubt because of a weakening of the centre section of his wings by the fire. I followed the wreckage down till the Hun crashed and then landed alongside on some good stubble in order to put a guard on the Hun.

I left my engine ticking over while I went to look at the Hun, and I found two groups of Australian infantry. I pushed my way into the middle of the first group and found that the attraction was the observer, who had fallen from the machine at about 5,000 feet. He was a huge man named Ernst Hadrich, and seeing that he was dead I went over to the other group of men, about a hundred yards away, and here found the remains of the machine and pilot.

Everything of value in the way of souvenirs on the machine had already gone,for although I landed a very short time after the Hun came down, the Tommies had already taken what was worth taking, and the way they behaved was not very edifying from the disciplined point of view in which I had always been brought up.

Seeing that I could not do anymore, I went to have some lunch with a Sapper officer at an artillery group headquarters, where they were very good to me and gave me a good time. After lunch I re-started my engine and flew back to my aerodrome with my machine laden with various interesting fittings from the Hun machine, which was a new type of LVG with all controls “balanced” and for motive power a 200 h.p. Benz engine. To this day I have a very nice cigarette box made out of the propeller of that Hun.’


Hadrich and Horstmann were McCudden’s seventeenth victory and the wreckage of their machine was given the number G81.


The kite balloon war

Proceed now to grave II C16 where Second Lieutenant Christopher Leckonby Phipps, an observer with 15 Kite Balloon Section, is buried.

The organisation of the kite balloons service in the RFC was very similar to that of the aeroplane squadrons. Each RFC Brigade had a Kite Balloon Wing commanded by a Lieutenant Colonel, with up to five or more Kite Balloon Companies, led by either a Captain or Major, each containing two or three Kite Balloon Sections.

The HQ staff of No.2 Kite Balloon Wing had formed at Roehampton, in south-west London, on 5 March 1916, and had landed in France on 6 March. For a week they were at the base then moved up to Locre, where William Foster MacNeece took command. (He was promoted to Lieutenant Colonel on 5 December and awarded the DSO a few weeks later.) In April headquarters was moved to a wooden hutted camp at Mont Rouge, where it remained until the retreat in the face of the German advance in April 1918. MacNeece came from the RNAS kite balloon service, as did No.2 Kite Balloon Squadron, which formed the nucleus of the new wing. During the two and a half years of its existence the record number of targets ranged in one week was 286 and the record number of parachute jumps was twenty.

RFC and RNAS kite balloon officers in early 1915. Second from the right in the front row is W F MacNeece, later commander of 2 Kite Balloon Wing.
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The basket of a British kite balloon. The large object hanging from the basket is the observer’s parachute. It was very easy to become entangled in the rigging of the balloon. The observer is wearing headphones for sending and receiving messages.



Kite ballooning was not without its humorous moments as Goderic Hodges relates in his memoirs


(Memoirs of an Old Balloonatic, William Kimber 1972):

It may have been that same trip that saw the end of a beloved old balloon. It had been patched more than once and the patches did not match the original fabric. It had a Heath Robinson look and was known as ‘Lousy Lydia’. Old age had made it porous, and there was a plentiful mixture of air in the hydrogen. On what was to be its last day it could hardly lift us above 1000 feet. The result was furious enquiries from Wing. ‘What are you doing at this absurd height, practically on the ground?’

I explained that the balloon just would not go any higher.

‘Nonsense!’ said the incredulous MacNeece. ‘Come down and I’ll go up myself’

We were to be proved liars. We went down. The Colonel was put in a parachute harness and hitched onto a parachute. We all stood around. The command ‘Let up!’ was given. One end of the basket rose a foot or two from the ground. The Colonel’s end remained on the ground. Lousy Lydia couldn’t lift him even one foot. The old lady was dead. In a silence that could be heard, the Colonel got out and departed.


Lieutenant Colonel W F MacNeece, commander of the Wing, was no chairborne warrior and had more hours observing than any of his observers. By October 1917 he had logged more than 500 hours in the air and been awarded the DSO. He was still observing in August 1918 when commanding 5 Kite Balloon Wing of 5 Brigade. On the tenth of that month he suffered the indignity of having to take to his parachute after being shot down by an SE5a and landed badly, hurting his head. He was one of the few balloon officers to remain in the post-war RAF and retired in 1946 as an Air Vice-Marshal.


C L Phipps - a Kite Balloon accidental casualty (IIC 16)

To quote Goderic Hodges again:


In 1916 wireless was still at a relatively elementary stage. An observer in an aeroplane had at best a small set with which he could send Morse signals. There was no radio telephony. The balloon observer had a real telephone set, linked by cable to his own exchange down below. He could speak to the man at the gun, to balloons to the north and south of him. His Wing Commander could talk to him, as could his Company Commander. His exchange was linked with the nearest Army Exchange so that not only could he speak to batteries and batteries to him, but Corps HQ could speak to him direct, if need be.

With direct telephone communication and a relatively stable platform he could direct a shoot and observe accurately every shot. When not so engaged he could keep an eye on the country ahead and note every sign of activity. The fastest planes in those days didn’t do more than 100 m.p.h., so that he had time to parachute, for he could see the enemy coming, except on days when the German fighters just dropped out of the clouds. That was just too bad.

Dickebusch (Dikkebus) Lake looking towards the northwest. In the background is The Huts Cemetery.
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It happened to a balloon up in the North; I heard the story from Lee, my neighbour in Flanders, whom I met by chance in London.

‘There was a ceiling of cloud. A Hun dropped out of the cloud, shot them up. They parachuted, landed in Dickebusch Lake, and were drowned. I was brought up to take command for the time being, someone else was sent up as second in command.

A new balloon was brought up and the following afternoon we went up, just to make it plain to the Germans that we were still there. There was a ceiling of cloud. We realised that we were flying at the same height as they had been the day before. The wind was blowing at the same speed and in the same direction .If someone dropped out of the cloud and shot us up, we should land in Dickebusch and we should be drowned. My dear chap, we spent three hours doing that bloody sum, trying to find a mistake, but there wasn’t one. We were always drowned.’


The kite balloon observer who drowned was Phipps and he had already survived two parachute descents. Four pilots from Jastas 7 and 27 had a field day, claiming four British kite balloons, including the unfortunate Phipps. Dickebusch Lake is on the other side of the road from the cemetery and apart from being a useful feature to navigate by, also had a target floating in it, upon which pilots practised ground strafing.

 


Return to the N375 and turn left to Ypres. This concludes the first aviation tour of the Ypres area.

The Southern Area
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Chapter Two

YPRES: THE SOUTHERN AREA

This itinerary takes us around the British rear area, some of which was lost in the German offensive of March 1918. The following places of interest will be visited and the primary points associated with them are listed below:


Merville Aerodrome - the first air VC 
La Gorgue Aerodrome - the Sopwith Camels of 208 Squadron 
La Gorgue Communal Cemetery - 46 Squadron casualties 
Pont-du-Hem Military Cemetery - a USAS casualty 
Laventie Military Cemetery - Mannock VC and George McElroy 
Cité Bonjean Military Cemetery - a German two-seater crew 
Bedford House Cemetery - a German casualty 
Railway Dugouts Cemetery - a German fighter pilot


Leave the centre of Ypres via Boterstraat and continue along Gustave de Stuerstraat, then turn left down R. Colaertplein past the railway station and then right into Dikkebusseweg and re-trace the route back to Bailleul. Leave the centre of Bailleul on D933 signposted to Hazebroucke, Meteren and Cassel. Turn left onto D944 to Hazebroucke, which then becomes the N42. At Strazeele, turn south down the D947 to Estaires. In Estaires turn right at the traffic lights on the D945 to La Gorgue but almost immediately, turn right at the far side of the small square (look for small signpost La Poste). Leave Estaire ahead through traffic lights, sign-posted D946 to Merville. After a couple of miles (shortly before a chapel on your right) turn left down a road to a green iron bridge over the canal.

Merville and La Gorgue Aerodromes today

The industrialisation of northern France and Belgium has wrought great geographical changes and nowhere is this more evident than here.

If you stand by the green iron bridge and look south you cannot avoid seeing the huge industrial complex ahead of you. This covers most of what was La Gorgue aerodrome. In addition the River Lys has been re-routed, so that what was the aerodrome at Merville, is now on the other side of this waterway. The bridge is the access to the farm to which the Merville aerodrome was attached. If you look at the accompanying map this position will give you one of two available views of what is left of this important historical aviation site.
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Picture No.9. Merville aerodrome from the north showing how the factory has taken over the site of the two aerodromes.



Return to the main road and turn left to the centre of Merville. At traffic lights turn left, signposted to La Gorgue. Continue ahead and after the level crossing turn left on D122 at Aeroclub Vol à Voile. After the leaving Merville sign take the first turn left over the railway crossing and continue to the end of the blocked road.


Merville Aerodrome

The road, which you have come to the end of has been cut off by the enormous industrial area, but if you consult the map you can see where the old river and flying field was located.

When the RFC expanded away from St Omer in October 1914 the first aerodromes that were occupied were Poperinghe and the Bailleul Town Ground and then in November further sites were taken over at Gonnehem (or Chocques), further south, about five kilometres north west of Bethune, and Merville. No.2 Squadron RFC arrived at Merville on 27 October 1914 remaining here until 30 June 1915, when on 18 July they were replaced by 16 Squadron.

The aerodrome and the personalities of 16 Squadron are wonderfully brought to life in Duncan-Grinnell Milne’s classic autobiography (Wind in the Wires, The Aviation Book Club, no date, circa 1934). He starts with the journey by Crossley tender (a light truck employed in great numbers by the RFC) to the squadron.

Merville and La Gorgue Aerodromes
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Picture No.10. Merville aerodrome looking from the south.
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I grew sleepy from the quiet drive; my head was nodding when we turned from the main road to bump over a deeply rutted track.
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The 16 Squadron crest. Motto: Operta Aperta (Hidden Things are Revealed).



I rubbed my eyes and sat up straighter. By the side of a russet farmhouse a line of motor lorries was drawn up. Beyond canvas tents, poplars cast long shadows across a reed - grown canal. The Crossley came to a stop. In the farmhouse I found the offices of my new Squadron.

The Flying Corps seemed to have a knack of finding varied, even picturesque quarters. At Shoreham we had lived in railway carriages more or less artistically converted into bungalows; at Gosport I had occupied a dugout in a dismantled fort; here the Mess and accommodation for more than half the Squadron was in a barge floating upon the canalised River Lys.

From the farmhouse I found my own way to the barge past workshop lorries, stores tents, transport lines.


Grinnell-Milne’s reception was distinctly unfriendly and the squadron not a happy one due, principally, to the character of the Commanding Officer.

But whereas until then I had been willing to talk to anyone about anything, the aerodrome - so called - left me speechless. Roughly it was shaped like the letter L, but the upright stroke was barely one hundred yards long by twenty wide, while the horizontal stroke following the curve of the Lys was perhaps two hundred and fifty yards in length and varied in width from about a hundred feet at the far end to no more than forty in front of the sheds. The angle where the two strokes met was rough ground sloping down to the riverside at the barge’s mooring-place. On the far side of the river stood a line of tall poplars, elsewhere there were hedges, ditches, clumps of trees, farm buildings and aeroplane hangars. The short stroke of the L could plainly not be used unless there happened to be a strong and favourable wind; the main stretch seemed scarcely better. As a temporary and concealed landing ground the place had little enough in its favour, but as the permanent base of a busy squadron I have still not the slightest doubt that it was one of the least suitable spots for an aerodrome in all the flat country of North - eastern France.

Picture No.11. The 16 Squadron barge moored on the River Lys at Merville aerodrome. This view is looking west along the river to the town of Merville.
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The interior view of a barge used as a hospital, giving some idea of their size. The British army used the canals and barges for a multitude of transportation tasks.



The machines of 16 Squadron on Merville aerodrome with the farm behind the hangars. This view is most likely looking north from the river. The aeroplane on the right is a Maurice Farman S11 Shorthorn.
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The officers in the squadron were swiftly given nicknames by Grinnell-Milne. His observer was ‘Dante’, one Flight Commander ‘Foxy’ and another christened ‘Piles’, due to an unfortunate and embarrassing affliction. At dinner on the first evening Grinnell-Milne wrote;


Half-way through the meal the Squadron-commander entered and made for the empty chair, murmuring faintly, ‘ Don’t get up, don’t get up,’ as everyone rose to his feet. When all were seated again, Growl, my Flight-commander, suddenly remembered me and I had to walk round the table to shake hands while the entire company stared in open-mouthed silence as though I were some newly discovered disease. The Major gave me a limp hand with a tired smile, and if I had not been so nervous myself I should have seen at once that, amongst other things, he was cursed with shyness. After I had returned to my place dead silence reigned which he attempted to break by speaking to everyone in turn. Conversation dwindled gradually to a timid squeaking of mice in the wainscot when the cat is near. It was plain that he was not popular in the squadron.

And yet he was in many ways a good man. In the long run I came to esteem him as much as any member of that peculiar squadron. He was efficient, strict and calm; he had a sense of duty. But he was too reserved and aloof from his juniors.


The CO was nick named ‘Starched Shirt’ (later Air Chief Marshal Lord Dowding GCB GCVO CMG, AOC of Fighter Command during the Battle of Britain).

Another squadron member of the time, Herbert Ward, remembered;


Our comfortable officers’ billets in Estaires were, alas, too far from the airfield to be more than a temporary expedient, for there was a constant coming and going. Arrangements had therefore been made for us to be accommodated in a converted canal barge similar to the ones in commercial use, some of the equipment having to be purchased locally. Since my proficiency in French had now been discovered, I was sent off one rainy morning to buy eighteen chamber-pots. Madame-at-the-Ironmonger’s was momentarily nonplussed at the number required but she had long since come to regard the English as unpredictable, and eventually reappeared carrying a jingling first instalment suspended from a sort of boathook. While she was completing our order I called the driver in to lend a hand. Slinging a cluster of chamber-pots over his shoulder and gathering up as many as he could in both arms, he wanly remarked, ‘I dunno what me Mum would say, if she could see me now.’

(An Erratic Odyssey, by the Rev. Herbert Ward, Odyssey Books 1988.)


Ward became a great friend of Grinnell-Milne’s and in another excerpt throws further light on life on the barge:


His (Grinnell-Milne’s) cabin in the barge was next to mine; and, since there was virtually no means of ventilation except by lifting the hatches, our cabins developed characteristic odours, his being permeated by a tar-lotion for preventing the loss of his wavy red hair, while mine was recognisable from its blend of Fuller’s Chocolate Peppermint Creams and Philip Morris’s Bond Street cigarettes, both of which I then regarded as essential to life.


Both Grinnell-Milne and Ward were to become prisoners of war shortly though the former was later to escape from captivity and served again on the Western Front during 1918 with McCudden’s old squadron No.56. (See also the Marckebeeke entry in Chapter Three).

Lost in France?

One pilot in 16 Squadron made a name for himself, which he probably never lived down. Shortly after breakfast on 27 February 1916 F H Thayre had left Merville on a bombing mission. Over the target his bomb release mechanism jammed and he then became embroiled in a fight with enemy machines, during which he lost his map and compass. Descending to a couple of thousand feet he found himself over the sea and in the low cloud and mist completely lost his bearings. Upon seeing land and with his fuel running out he had to land, assuming he was in Holland where, of course, he would be interned for the duration of the war. Fortunately he had landed at Herne Bay in Kent and after climbing out of his machine had a bizarre conversation with a local who could not at first understand why the obviously English pilot thought he was now a prisoner. The following day he flew back to his unit, very embarrassed and much to the amusement of the rest of the squadron. In 16 Squadron’s humorous production The Beaupré Gift Book there appeared the following limerick :-


There was a young pilot called Thayre 
Who went for a ride in the air 
When his petrol was spent 
He landed in Kent 
And surrendered at once to the Mayor


Thayre, despite this embarrassing episode, went on to great things in 20 Squadron and earned himself an MC and Bar.


The first air VC

During 2 Squadron’s tenure of the aerodrome there occurred a milestone incident in the history of the RFC: the award of the first Victoria Cross to an airman.

William Barnard Rhodes Moorhouse was born on 26 September 1887, in London. He had a passion for racing motor cycles and cars and after leaving Cambridge in 1909 had learned to fly, gaining Royal Aero Club certificate No.147. He then raced aeroplanes as well, including a period in the United States. Upon the outbreak of war he enlisted in the Royal Flying Corps and as a second lieutenant was posted to Farnborough. However he wanted to serve on operations and on 20 March 1915, achieved his objective with a posting to No.2 Squadron at Merville. Rhodes Moorhouse had served in the squadron for a little over a month when the Germans launched their gas attack north of Ypres and thus begun what was to be known later as the Second Battle of Ypres. The attack opened up a large gap in the Allied front line and the situation became desperate, with the threat of a German breakthrough to the Channel ports. In order to slow the movement of German infantry reserves to the area the RFC was given the task of bombing strategic railway junctions. Rhodes Moorhouse was given Courtrai rail junction as his objective. The squadron was equipped mainly with the Farnborough designed BE2. Despite being a two-seater machine the BE2 was unable to carry both a pilot and observer as well as any sort of bomb load. Thus Rhodes Moorhouse took off alone, from Merville, on the afternoon of 22 April with a 100lb bomb slung beneath his machine. He approached Courtrai rail junction at only 300 feet and then dived low on the line west of the station. He released his bomb and then came under a hail of rifle fire and a machine gun in the tower of the nearby church. At such a low height and slow speed the enemy could not miss. Rhodes Moorhouse was badly wounded in the thigh and also suffered shrapnel damage to his machine from his own bomb exploding. Despite his injuries he chose to get back to Allied lines and was again wounded by ground fire in the abdomen and in the hand. In shock and losing blood he nevertheless flew for over half an hour and landed back at Merville, rather than land at the nearest medical unit, where he insisted on giving his report before being removed to a casualty clearing station. His machine had nearly 100 shrapnel and bullet holes. He hung on for another five days before succumbing to his wounds on 27 April. His body was, unusually, returned to England for burial in the grounds of the family home at Parnham House in Dorset.
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WilliamBarnard Rhodes Moorhouse VC.



[image: e9781783409969_i0062.jpg]

The official report of Rhodes Moorhouse’s flight signed by Lieutenant Colonel Hugh Trenchard, commanding 1 Wing RFC. (later Marshal of the Royal Air Force Lord Trenchard).



The citation for his Victoria Cross, published in the London Gazette on 27 April 1915, read:


For most conspicuous bravery on 26th April 1915, in flying to Courtrai and dropping bombs on the railway line near that station. On starting the return journey he was mortally wounded, but succeeded in flying for 35 miles to his destination, at a very low altitude, and reported the successful accomplishment of his object. He has since died of his wounds.


The story has a tragic twist to it in that his son, born just a few months before the war began, flew as a fighter pilot in the Second World War and was killed in action in September 1940 during the Battle of Britain. His ashes were interred next to his father’s grave at Parnham House.

(For further reading see For Valour The Air VC’s by Chaz Bowyer.,William Kimber 1978).

 


Backtrack to the D122 and turn left towards La Gorgue. After leaving the large factory complex, look for a level crossing just before the La Gorgue town sign, adjacent to a small shrine and a cross. Turn left immediately after the railway crossing, down a rough track to Beaupré Farm.



La Gorgue Aerodrome

This was one of the best known aerodromes used by the RFC in France but has, unfortunately, virtually all but disappeared under an enormous industrial complex producing starch for industry. However one part of Beaupré Farm (which was demolished in 1988) the Bergerie, which is probably post-First World War, has survived and this enables the visitor to imagine where the landing field was. It was in huts around the farm that the personnel of the various squadrons were accommodated and would walk across the field to the hangars.

Picture No. 12 The Bergerie on the site of Beaupré Farm (see the aerodrome plan).
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Picture No. 13 Beaupré Farm in 1915 with the motor transport park.



Picture No.14. The Sopwith Camels of 43 Squadron at La Gorgue in early 1918, with the corrugated iron hangars in the background. The nearest shed was C Flight, the next B Flight and the furthest belonged to A Flight. The white triangle was the squadron marking.
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46 Squadron

The aerodrome is a shocker, a sort of Union Jack of cinder tracks five or six yards wide, running among the potatoes and other crops. You taxi out for about 150 yards, with an ack-emma (Air Mechanic) holding on to each rear inter-plane strut, to a cindered space in the centre some thirty yards square. The mechanics are there to stop you dropping into the drainage gullies that flank the tracks, a necessary precaution, especially in a side wind, when the Pup can be darned difficult to taxi. If you run off the track when landing, over you go on your nose with a broken prop at the least. Both Courtneidge and Williams, who’ve only been here twelve days or so, have had bad crashes, and they warned me to be careful.

When you get in the air you can’t believe it’s an aerodrome. The tricky cinder - track criss cross makes it stand out clearly from surrounding fields, so it’s bad for camouflage reasons. Apart from that, you’ve got a big acreage of mixed crops flanked on one side by a river lined with poplars, and on the other by a row of hangars, backed by more poplars, also telegraph poles, on the main road. Whoever picked this place as an aerodrome must have been completely off his rocker.


Thus Arthur Gould Lee wrote home in a letter the day after his arrival at 46 Squadron in May 1917, as a brand new Sopwith Pup pilot.

Despite this, however, in the evocative and nostalgic foreword to his autobiography, (Open Cockpit, Jarrolds 1969) he wrote:


I realised that of the four aerodromes on which I served in France, La Gorgue, Bruay, Ste Marie-Cappel and Izel le Hameau, that paradise of a wartime billet set in the orchard of Filescamp Farm, the orchard that knew the heroic spirit of Ball, Bishop and MacLaren and dozens of other stalwarts, and that boasted such famous sanctums as the Abode of Love - not even the rich associations of Izel could deprive La Gorgue of its unique distinction.

For at La Gorgue I was introduced to war. It was here that I stepped unreadily into the first thrilling chapter of my young life. Here I plunged headlong into excitements and emotions that I had never encountered before and was never to experience again with such stark intensity. For only when you are young can you relish to the full the exhilarating sensations of mortal danger.

Above all, it was at La Gorgue that I first entered into the tight, self-contained community of a squadron of fighter pilots, a miniature cosmos drawn from every corner of the Empire, whose occupants had little interest in anything but the job of mounting into the blue on a fragile aeroplane with the one object of killing or being killed.



208 Squadron and their Sopwith Camels

Apart from 2 and 16 Squadrons, La Gorgue was the home, at various times, of Nos.5, 15, 35, 42, 43 and 208 Squadrons. On the formation of the Royal Air Force on 1 April 1918, with the amalgamation of the RFC and RNAS, all RNAS squadrons had had 200 added to their number to avoid confusion with the RFC numbers. Thus No.8 (Naval) Squadron became 208 Squadron Royal Air Force. In early 1918 the squadron commander of 208 was Chris Draper, one of the great characters in British aviation, who had a very varied and colourful life after the war in flying and acting. In 1953 he achieved some fame, if not notoriety, when he flew an Auster high-wing monoplane under fifteen of the bridges over the river Thames.

Draper wrote of this time in 1918:


We arrived at La Gorgue on April 2, behind a Front relatively denuded of troops, to provide reinforcements to contain the ominous bulge in the line further south. On our immediate front, a few miles ahead, were the Portugese 2nd. Division.

Five days later the blow fell. The Portugese have been much maligned for their action in this retreat, but the fact that seven German divisions fell upon the four brigades comprising their 2nd. Division is certainly something of an excuse for their retreat. Had they stood fast they would have been overwhelmed; as it was their line broke and as a fighting force they were swept out of existence. The British 40th Division was also overwhelmed, and a gap of 15,000 yards opened on our Front.

Major Chris Draper, Commanding Officer of No.8 (Naval) Squadron at La Gorgue.
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The countryside was blanketted in thick fog which added to the confusion. The Portugese falling back through La Gorgue in their grey uniforms caused many alarms and not a few unfortunate mistakes. Behind us the British 50th and 51st Division, which formed the reserve, were trying to institute a defence line along the Lys, but to the immediate front there appeared nothing but the remaining elements of a retreating army. I had a squadron of Camels, grounded by the fog. What could I do?

I burnt the ruddy lot! (The Mad Major, by Major Christopher Draper DSC, Air Review Ltd 1962).


Despite this rather dramatic and throwaway statement, the official report below shows what a tremendously difficult, soul-searching decision Draper had to make.

With reference to the destruction of the 16 machines of this Squadron, I have the honour to submit the following report:-About 04.00 hours on the morning of the 9th, we were aroused by the sound of very heavy gunfire, which increased in intensity towards dawn. There was considerable heavy shelling of Merville, La Gorgue and the surrounding districts. A large number of French civilians were passing through our camp to the West, followed by considerable numbers of Portugese troops in open disorder, without rifles or equipment and apparently unofficered. By 07.00 the shelling became very intense, but owing to the fog it was impossible to ascertain definitely where the shells were falling. I gave orders for the machines to be removed from the hangars and spread out over the aerodrome in case of concentrated shelling of the hangars.

I gave orders to Officers and Men to pack all gear and stores as quickly as possible. As far as I can remember, it was between 08.00 and 09.00 hours when I ordered Officers and Officers’ Stewards, with as much mess gear as possible, to leave without delay. A shell had landed in the farmhouse immediately alongside the Officers’ quarters, but it was impossible to tell whether they were being deliberately shelled. A considerable amount of shrapnel was falling all around. Several officers had narrow escapes and an English sergeant from a local unit was hit in the face. He was treated in our sickbay on the aerodrome. On the way to the aerodrome by car I was several times stopped by Portugese officers imploring me to give them a lift.

By this time only soldiers were falling back. I received a verbal message from an RFC cyclist, through one of my officers, that the enemy had advanced and were in Laventie. I got in telephone contact with XV Corps HQ (the only line left) and was informed by their Intelligence Branch that the enemy had attacked the Division on our right, and on the whole Portugese Front, and was advancing.

I sent one of our own despatch riders on his motor-bike as far up the line as he could get, but he returned reporting that he spoke to three British officers east of La Gorgue who informed him the enemy had taken Laventie and were just east of Estaires. XV Corps could not confirm this, but I told them I was preparing to evacuate the aerodrome.

G.O.C. XV Corps asked me if I could carry out a reconnaissance, but I had to refuse quite definitely, it was impossible to see across the aerodrome through the fog. The General did not wish me to leave La Gorgue but said if it would save the machines from shell damage we could fly them away. I replied that it was quite impossible to fly at all and told him I should act on my own as it was probable that the telephone line would go at any moment. He agreed it was likely to occur as all their other lines were down. I sent another despatch rider as far as he could get, but he returned without any information.

I came to the conclusion that all our guns must have been captured, for they were not firing at all. On the other hand, the enemy artillery became increasingly active in the vicinity of the aerodrome. I think they were trying to shell the railway and bridge immediately to the south.

After careful deliberation with my Flight Commanders, I decided I was not justified in risking personnel by flying the aircraft away in fog, though the majority volunteered to try. We collected the machines in one bunch in the middle of the aerodrome, the idea being for everyone to withdraw, leaving one officer with a motorcycle to stand by until the last moment, with orders to destroy the machines if necessary. I was unable to get in touch with XV Corps again, so ordered our telephone exchange and compass station to pack up.

A British officer, who had obtained a lift on a passing lorry, asked to borrow a car as he wanted to waylay an ammunition supply column which was apparently coming up to La Gorgue. I was unable to help him as I had sent our convoy off to Serny. He told me he was unable to get into La Gorgue because of machine-gun fire. I then decided to set fire to the machines and move out; as far as I can remember it was 11.00 hours.

I fully realise the gravity of the decision I had to make, but being unable to communicate with any reliable authority, I had to act on my own. If there had been any British troops in the area I should have left the machines for them to destroy, in accordance with orders, but I felt it extremely improbable that a panic-stricken number of Portugese would carry this out, even if they had received orders to do so. An ammunition column which had been parked alongside our hangars had gone. The machines were then destroyed and the rest of us moved off at 11.30 hours.


Higher command evidently concurred with Draper’s decision as he heard no more about it, though he had to endure ragging about his decision to burn sixteen perfectly serviceable Camels. La Gorgue fell into enemy hands and, being too close to the new front line, was never used again.

 


Return to the main road and turn left along the D122 into the centre of La Gorgue. Just over the canal turn right (signposted Centre Ville). Follow the road to a Stop sign and turn left. At the traffic lights turn right and follow the green Commonwealth War Graves Commission sign to La Gorgue Communal Cemetery.



La Gorgue Communal Cemetery

There are only three fliers in the cemetery (15/25) and they are all from 46 Squadron based at the nearby La Gorgue aerodrome. The cemetery is an extension of the municipal graveyard and is on both sides of the entrance. The Commonwealth War Graves Commission register is in a small pillar by the gate to your right. The three RFC men are together in the second row from the hedge to the right of the entrance, adjacent to the Cross of Sacrifice.

C L Gunnery

Cedric Leopold Gunnery was the first fatality suffered by 46 Squadron after converting to the Sopwith Pup and had been on patrol with another machine when he collided with an RE8 16,000 feet over Dickebusch Lake. The right wing folded back and he fell on our side of the lines. The RE8 survived. Arthur Gould Lee once again:


Gunnery’s funeral was a depressing business. I’ve done pallbearer at so many funerals of chaps killed while learning to fly, especially at Filton, about once a week, that I thought I’d got hardened to it. But they were in coffins. For what reason I don’t know, Gunnery was just sewn up in canvas, placed on a wide plank, and covered with the Union Jack. We could feel the corpse, cold and rigid, when we took him to the graveside from the trailer. It gave me quite a turn, and the others too, in fact one of them, a very young pilot, Asher, fainted and flopped to the ground.



J P Stephen

James Pedraza Stephen was the first 46 Squadron pilot to be killed by enemy action after their conversion from a two-seater Corps squadron to a scout or fighter unit. He and another pilot had engaged three Albatros scouts and Stephens had been shot down, whilst the other Pup had been badly shot about. Stephens came down on the Allied side of the lines but died of his wounds on the way to hospital. Arthur Gould Lee wrote in a letter home:


I was speaking to Stephen in the Mess last evening, a jolly nice chap who thought he’d met me somewhere, though he hadn’t. It was just a way to open up talking. He and another fellow called Dimmock were the ones I spoke to most, apart from my hut mates. The original members of the squadron are a little inclined to be stand-offish. Some of them have been in it since it formed in England a year ago with two-seater Nieuports, and I fancy they look on us newcomers almost as interlopers.

Of course, it may be they aren’t in the mood for casual talk, having lost two fellows in two days, when the squadron hasn’t had a fatal casualty for over a month. This evening the chaps who were close to Gunnery and Stephen had the pip so badly they settled down to a gloomy booze-up, so I left the Mess and went to bed early.

James Pedraza Stephen of 46 Squadron.
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Major Philip Babington, CO of 46 Squadron (later Air Chief Marshal Sir Philip Babington KCB, MC, AFC) wrote on 4 June of Stephen’s loss:


The loss here is indescribable as he was always the soul of the whole place and never anything but full of life and cheeriness and the loss to the squadron of his skill as a pilot is very great. He had been with me a long time as you probably know and I feel the loss very keenly indeed. His grit was exceptional and he would have gone far had he had a chance.


Gould again:


The same sort of thing took place at Stephen’s funeral as at Gunnery’s. No coffin. But at least nobody fainted. Not a very bracing start for a newcomer to be welcomed with two funerals in two days, and especially having to handle the poor chaps’ corpses.



G P Kay

The third casualty buried here is George Pollard Kay, known to all as ‘Bob’, an Australian from Melbourne. He had been a School Prefect, and head of a house at Geelong Grammar School. He excelled at sports, having been captain of the school football team, a member of the cricket XI and the athletic team and rowed for the school. Apart from his athletic prowess he had won essay prizes and had a keen interest in Natural History, doing much to classify and label specimens in the School Museum. He was much admired for his good humour, strong character and common sense.

A group of Geelong boys sailed to England at the end of 1915 to volunteer, but Bob’s ambition to join the RFC suffered a temporary blow when he was incapacitated for some months as the result of an appendix operation.

Babington was a popular and respected commanding officer and obviously made a great effort to bring the casualties back to the squadron, rather than leave them in an isolated and distant grave. Kay had been killed in a take-off accident while visiting friends at 12 Squadron’s aerodrome at Wagonlieu, just west of Arras and quite some distance from La Gorgue.

Amidst the slaughter and destruction of the Western Front bureaucracy still rolled on, and the minutiae of administration and rules continued to exercise the minds of staff officers. Major Babington was moved to write a letter on 2 July to the OC First Army Graves Registration Unit in response to an Army Order.

Reference 1st Army Routine Order No. 1175 dated 24.5.17.

Two crosses have been erected on the graves of flying officers in the La Gorgue cemetery which are not quite standard in size.

All these crosses are made from the propellor used by the pilot concerned on his machine and it is more or less recognized in the RFC that this should done.

As the boss of the propeller is about six inches across and the arms come out rather gradually it is impossible to make a cross of the exact standard measurements without it looking out of proportion and unsightly.

May permission be given please to have the crosses on these graves slightly larger than the standard but not so large that they interfere with the passage past the graves in any way. It is possible to cut down the present ones more than they are at present and I will get this done.

If permission is granted to add two inches each side the cross can be made in proportion without adding to the height.


Two days later the OC First Army Mobile G R Unit replied:


Reference your A377 of 2/7/17, I am quite willing for your crosses to be slightly larger than the standard but on no account must these exceed 2’0” across, as this is the space allotted for each grave.

I trust this will be satisfactory to you.
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George Pollard Kay of 46 Squadron.



Return to the traffic lights and turn right. At the next lights take the right fork - D322 to La Bassee. At the T-junction turn right on the D947 to La Bassee and Lens. Continue for two miles and Pont-du-Hem Military Cemetery is on the right.



Pont-du-Hem Cemetery

The cemetery here (15/31) is situated right on the main road and is easily missed when driving along, as there are no familiar green signs to indicate its approach. The spot is of interest for a number of reasons. The cemetery was begun in an apple orchard and the Portugese graves that were here have been removed.

G H Kissell USAS (IV A19)

Walk to Plot IV, which is in the centre right, and in grave A19 lies Gustav Hermann Kissell of the United States Air Service.

Kissell, son of Rudolph Herman Kissell and Caroline Morgan Kissell of 14, Wall Street in New York, had joined up in Boston, spending two months in ground school there before sailing for England in July 1917. In October he trained at Netheravon and the Central Flying School at Upavon graduating in December, followed by courses at Turnberry in Scotland. He arrived at 43 Squadron, just days after the German offensive had begun. American pilots served with RFC squadrons to gain operational experience prior to the formation of US Air Service units and 43 Squadron had at least three other Americans, one of whom, Henry R Clay, was awarded the British Distinguished Flying Cross.

March 1918 was a bad time for a beginner to join a squadron as there was no time to gently settle in and learn one’s trade. The squadron had been at La Gorgue when the battle began but then moved south to Avesnes le Comte, which brought them closer to the action. 43 Squadron scored heavily during this period and in fact one Flight Commander, Captain John Trollope, became the first British pilot to bring down six enemy machines in one day. With their backs to the wall the British army fought desperately and the RFC threw all its aircraft into the fray. Every machine was used for ground attack to slow the enemy advance and losses were high. Machines like the Camel were ill-suited to ground strafing, having no armour or protection for pilot or fuel tanks. There was also virtually no chance of gliding back to your own lines if the vulnerable engine was disabled low down well behind the German lines. Another hazard was the increased vulnerability of being caught at low level without room for manoeuvre when marauding German scouts dived on you. On 28 March six pilots were wounded or missing, including the redoubtable Trollope, and another five on 6 April.

Officers of 43 Squadron. Seated third from the right is Captain J L Trollope, the first RFC pilot to score six victories in a day.
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Captain H W Woollett of 43 Squadron in front of his Camel. He became the second and last RFC pilot to score six victories in a day. He was leading the patrol in which G H Kissell USAS was killed.



H W Woollett’s Camel with his special balloon attack camouflage scheme. He was eventually persuaded by other members of his flight to remove it, as he could be mistaken for a German machine.
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The nearest machine is Woollett’s Camel D6402 after his unique camouflage scheme had been removed and the new squadron markings of sloping white bars applied.



Two patrols were mounted on 12 April; one in the morning and another in the afternoon and during the second another Flight Commander, Captain Henry Woollett, equalled Trollope’s feat in bringing down six machines in one day. In fact these two were the only British and Empire pilots to achieve this. During the morning patrol Woollett had led his patrol down on to a formation of eight enemy scouts north east of La Gorgue and in the hectic melée that followed several enemy were shot down. Kissell and another pilot failed to return; their fate went unseen in the confusion.

The United States gave the families of the deceased the option of having their loved ones shipped home and in fact some 60% of all their casualties were returned. Kissell is unusual in that not only was he not transported home or moved to one of the United States Battle Monuments Commission cemeteries but he is only one of possibly two USAS casualties to have a Commonwealth War Graves headstone. The design is curious - having no obvious aviation connection.


Sergeant Bernard Aldred MM (IV G16)

Plot IV is in the centre and to the left from the cemetery entrance and contains the grave of Sergeant Bernard Aldred MM of 20 Squadron. (See the entry for Railway Dugouts Cemetery, where you will find an account of an action in which he was involved on 5 May 1917.)

20 Squadron had several non-commissioned observers during 1917 and they gave an excellent account of themselves with several of them being decorated. While in the squadron Aldred had been promoted to Sergeant and been awarded the Military Medal. During a patrol on 23 May a formation of four FE2s was carrying out an Offensive Patrol in the Ploegsteert, Comines and Hollebeke area. They had chased an Albatros two-seater to no effect, carried out a little reconnaissance and dropped a bomb on a crossroads before they were attacked by ten Albatros scouts, led by a red painted machine with a black stripe. This enemy machine shot down FE2d A6468, crewed by Lieutenant R A P Johns and Aldred. Their machine was seen to glide down with the service tank on fire and just before reaching the lines turn at right angles towards Comines. Aldred was killed and Johns taken prisoner of war. The description of the red machine suggests it was Karl Emil Schäfer, leader of Jasta 28 and the holder of the Pour le Mérite or Blue Max.

However Schäfer was shot down and killed on 5 June in an engagement with 20 Squadron; thereby joining a number of German aces who came to grief against this illustrious squadron.

Another pilot in his squadron also brought down in flames another FE2d, manned by Second Lieutenants R G Masson and F W Evans; both crew were killed. They are buried in graves IV G17 and IV G18.


Flight Commander J E Sharman RNAS (IV G22)

John Edward Sharman, from Oak Lake, Manitoba, had joined the RNAS in February 1916 and flew twenty-nine or more bombing raids while flying Sopwith One-and-a-Half- Strutters with 3 Wing. He had been cited by the French General Castelnau, for services in eleven long distance raids - notably leading two raids on Freiburg in one day - and was awarded the French Croix de Guerre. When 3 Wing was disbanded he became a member of No. 10 Naval Squadron, flying the Sopwith Triplane and was promoted Flight Commander in July 1917. On 22 July he was shot down and killed having claimed a total of eight German aircraft and been awarded a DSC and Bar.

 


Continue south down the D947 for 100 yards and take a left turn at the cross roads, sign-posted D166 to Laventie and in the centre of the village turn left at the traffic lights. Continue through the village until you see the sign to Laventie Military Cemetery.



Laventie Military Cemetery

This cemetery (15/20) contains the remains of one great ace, George McElroy, and, tantalisingly, possibly those of his great friend, a fellow Irishman, Edward Mannock.

During the summer of 1917, 40 Squadron, based at Bruay further south in the Somme area, was struggling with the inadequacies of the Nieuport scout, along with three other squadrons operating the type. They suffered considerable losses and it would seem for a time that morale fell markedly.

Mick Mannock (III F12)

One of the replacements in April 1917 was Edward or (‘Mick’) Mannock, who after a poor start in the squadron, went on to be one of the RFC’s most distinguished fighter pilots, a recipient of a posthumous VC and arguably the finest patrol leader the British flying services produced.

Mannock was born on 24 May 1887 of an Irish mother and a father who was a regular soldier in the 2/Dragoons, Royal Scots Greys. The family moved from one garrison town to the next, including a period in India and there were long absences when Mannock senior was away campaigning. Mick grew up as a quiet, even introverted, boy and this was little helped by an overbearing, unsympathetic father who was a little too fond of the bottle. Not long after his return from the Boer War his father was discharged from the only life he knew, the army, and unable to find work or settle down disappeared, abandoning the family. The family was poor, so Mick was removed from school and earned money with a variety of menial jobs. He joined his brother Patrick working for a telephone company in Wellingborough in 1911 and lived with Jim Eyles and his wife, to whom he became virtually a son. The Eyles brought him out of his shell and he gained confidence and learned to appreciate music.

Early in 1914 he went to Turkey and obtained employment with a telephone company, having taken the risk of travelling from England without the promise of a job when he arrived . With the entry of Turkey into the war on Germany’s side Mannock was arrested and imprisoned. In early 1915, after suffering at the hands of the Turks, he was returned to England. He joined a local Territorial Royal Army Medical unit but, realising this was not getting him any closer to the war, he obtained a transfer to a Royal Engineers Signal Section. He found however that this situation was little better. While on leave a chance meeting with a friend who was in the RFC persuaded him to do likewise and in the summer of 1916 he got his wish. On 14 August he arrived at the School of Military Aeronautics at Reading, where he studied the theory of flight, the mechanics of aeroplanes and gunnery. He was posted to Hendon for his basic flying training, then to Hounslow for further instruction and finally to Hythe for gunnery instruction. The last part of his training was at Joyce Green where one of his instructors was Jimmy McCudden. He made a great impression on McCudden who noted:


Mannock was a typical example of the impetuous young Irishman, and I always thought he was of the type to do or die.


Major Mick Mannock VC, DSO and Bar, MC and Bar.


[image: e9781783409969_i0073.jpg]


At long last his operational posting arrived when he reported to 40 Squadron, based at Aire. Mannock was a complex character and his deprived upbringing, experiences in Turkey and strong Socialist views made him appear self-opinionated and a bit of a know-all. He did not make a good impression on the rest of the pilots in 40 Squadron. The first few patrols suggested that his self-confidence was ill-placed and that he was ‘windy’ too. However he persevered and an incident when a lower wing of his Nieuport came off and he was able to land safely improved his standing. With time he became accepted and on 7 June 1917 he at last brought down an enemy machine when he shot down an Albatros scout out of control north of Lille. In July he was awarded the MC and promoted to Captain in command of a Flight.


Under Mick’s leadership we were ever conscious of his attempts to attain a high ‘morale’ both in the flight and the squadron and, in fact in everyone with whom he came into contact,


wrote George MacLanachan, a member of his flight. (Fighter Pilot, by McScotch, Newnes).

By the time he left 40 Squadron in January 1918 he had been awarded a Bar to his MC and as the car transporting him left the squadron he was cheered by the officers outside the Mess and the road was lined with cheering mechanics.

In February 1918 Mannock joined 74 Squadron at London Colney, who were flying SE5as and were forming up to serve in France; he was appointed A Flight Commander. He began to teach the pilots in his flight the value of teamwork and gave them the benefit of his hard won experience from 40 Squadron. In March 1918, 74 Squadron flew to France and were based at La Lovie, north of Poperinghe. Just three days after their arrival Mannock brought down their first German machine and soon started scoring freely. During May alone he claimed twenty-four and was awarded a DSO, followed by a Bar at the end of May. In the middle of June he was posted back to England and on 3 July was promoted to Major and sent to succeed the Canadian Billy Bishop VC in command of 85 Squadron in France. Bishop was more concerned with increasing his own score on lone patrols than leading the squadron and the rest of the squadron was left largely to its own devices but, under Mannock’s tutelage and leadership, they rapidly became a team.
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The officers of 74 Squadron at London Colney before the unit moved to France. On the extreme right with a pipe is Mick Mannock.



On 26 July 1918, Mannock took off from 85 Squadron’s aerodrome at St Omer accompanied by Donald Inglis, a relatively new pilot in the squadron. At low level behind the German lines they surprised a German two-seater and Mannock fired into it first and then Inglis finished it off and it fell in flames near Westrem. The two SE5s flew low over the German trenches and were met by a hail of machine-gun and rifle fire. Inglis, who was flying very close to his leader suddenly saw flames come out of the engine of Mannock’s machine and as the flame spread the aeroplane slowly banked and dived into the ground. Inglis, shocked by the sight, was also badly hit by ground fire as he flew over the crash and just managed to get his machine back over the British lines. Mannock was buried by the Germans and in the subsequent fighting his grave was lost. (The crash site is very close to the southern boundary of the present Merville airport.)
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The report by Lieutenant G Rosie, the Equipment Officer of 85 Squadron, explaining his attempt to salvage D C Inglis’ crashed SE5a. The aeroplane was subsequently abandoned.



The loss of Mannock was a great shock - he was revered by all the personnel in his squadron and made a great impression on everyone he met. He was a deeply emotional man and the loss of friends affected him severely, and there is no doubt that he drove himself beyond his limit whilst in command of 85 Squadron. He was haunted by the fear of being shot down in flames and suspected he would not survive the war but nevertheless still pushed himself on.

After the war there was a campaign to have the VC awarded to Mannock and as a result of representations to Winston Churchill, the new Air Minister, the award was approved and appeared in the London Gazette of 18 July 1919.

For years after the war Jim Eyles attempted to locate his young friend’s grave to no avail. Recent research regarding the actual, as opposed to the assumed gravesite, however strongly suggests that grave III F12 may be that of Mannock. If so, purely by chance, he lies very close to his great friend George McElroy.


George McElroy (I C1)

McElroy was born on 14 May 1894, at Donnybrook near Dublin, and in March 1914 was a student at Trinity College Dublin. He joined the Royal Irish Regiment when war began and was posted to France in October 1914, therefore becoming eligible for the Mons Star. In May 1915 he was badly gassed and returned to Ireland. He went to Woolwich as a cadet in May 1916 and was commissioned into the Royal Garrison Artillery, then in early 1917 transferred to the RFC. Initial training was completed at Reading and basic flying training at Nos.14, 6 and 54 Training Squadrons. He was appointed a flying officer on 28 June 1917, and was then posted to France and joined 40 Squadron flying the trusty Nieuport scout. George McLanachan wrote:


On my return from leave the gap in the flight caused by Kennedy’s death had been filled by a sturdy, curly headed young Irishman, McElroy.

To differentiate between the two ‘Mac’s’ in his flight Mick (Mannock) called McElroy ‘McIrish’, and me ‘McScotch’, names which stuck to us until I left the squadron. Unlike the majority of new pilots we had had, McElroy immediately fitted into the working of the flight. A new pilot was nearly always a danger to himself and to the others; if he was too cautious he was liable to be left behind to be sniped off by an astute enemy when the flight attacked; or, if he were courageous, he was just as liable to be “downed” in his first scrap because of his ignorance of what was going on around him. In either case, his misdemeanours were likely to incur special dangers for the rest of the flight. McElroy never caused us any anxiety. His attitude towards the war was that of a terrier let loose in a rat-infested barn. Both in the mess and the rugger field his sturdy scrapping was a source of great pleasure to the flight.
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Captain G E H McElroy MC and two Bars, DFC and Bar, with his SE5a of 40 Squadron.



McElroy, like a number of others, could not get on with the diminutive Nieuport and its quirks and it was not until 40 Squadron re-equipped with SE5as that he was successful, claiming a German two-seater on 28 December 1917.

During this period 40 Squadron were conducting high flying patrols and it was bitterly cold, which was the cause of an amusing incident related by George McLanachan:


Having had less experience of high flying the younger members suffered severely from the cold, and McElroy complained most.

‘There’s no need to go up so high - you keep below twelve thousand and we’ll be alright’, I heard him telling Mannock.

McIrish was not easily defeated, and he discovered what he thought was a clever way of avoiding the results of our high-flying propensities. He sent home for a ‘pocket warmer’, a small cylindrical tin with smouldering charcoal inside, which would at least keep one part of him warm.

When it arrived McIrish demonstrated it to us with great pride, and before our first patrol he ‘chaffed’ us about the freezing time that was in store for us. He did not then know what was in store for him.

A pocket warmer may be quite a comfortable gadget in a coat pocket with fairly thin clothing over it but in Mac’s trouser pocket, which was covered by the thick sheepskin of his long flying boots and also by the still heavier skin of his fur-lined flying coat, the heat from the charcoal was allowed to accumulate. At first he felt it becoming ‘warm’, then ‘very warm’, and as the temperature continued to rise he frantically attempted to remove it.

Unfortunately for him his coat and flying boots prevented him from reaching the pocket, and long before the patrol finished he was in agony.

When we landed, the mechanics lifted him from the machine, and on discovering the trouble we found that the ‘pocket warmer’ had burnt his leg so badly that there was a blister about the size of a hen’s egg.

Mac’s ‘Patent Pocket Warmer’ was a joke in the flight for a long time, and if anyone complained of the cold he was advised to try it.


After claiming eleven enemy machines McElroy was posted to 24 Squadron, also flying SE5as, but on 7 April he crashed into a tree while landing and was badly shaken, by which time he had been awarded the MC and two Bars. He was invalided to England on 15 April 1918.

During his time in the UK he served with 28 Training Squadron and 90 Squadron and then in June, having recovered, he returned to his old squadron, 40, and by 20 July 1918, had claimed a further twenty German aircraft and been awarded the DFC and Bar.

On 20 July he crash-landed unhurt and that evening attended a squadron party to see off Captain Gwilym Lewis who was returning to the UK after his tour of duty. During the party McElroy and Mannock, who had come over for the thrash from St Omer, admonished each other for pursuing enemy machines far too low. Just six days later Mannock was killed following the German two-seater to ground level described above, and only five days after that McElroy died in a similar fashion. While pursuing a two-seater he was hit by anti-aircraft fire and killed near Laventie. It is strange that for all his success McElroy was never awarded a DSO.

 


Return to the D166. Turn right and follow it to Sailly sur la Lys. At the traffic lights turn right for Armentières on the D945. Follow the D945 to the outskirts of Armentières and leave it at the roundabout, going straight ahead, sign-posted Erquinghem-Lys. Continue ahead under the motorway then over the railway crossing. After 100 yards turn left at the green CWGC sign to Cité Bonjean Military Cemetery.



Cité Bonjean Military Cemetery

This cemetery (15/3) suffers from being located in the middle of an urban area and it is best to park your car half on the pavement. This is a large cemetery with most rows of headstones being in pairs, back to back. A good proportion of the graves are German and we are here to pay our respects to two German aviators. Proceed to the far right corner, as viewed from the entrance, to graves X A29 and 30.

Max Baatz and Alexander Schleiper FA (A) 204 (X A29 and X A30)

Christopher Joseph Quintin Brand had joined 1 Squadron on 9 June 1916, and been promoted to Flight Commander of B Flight on 15 February 1917. Though he had spent a good proportion of his time in the squadron as a Corps or two-seater pilot he soon showed his skills as a scout pilot. In fact on 31 March the Officer Commanding 11 Wing had asked HQ RFC if Brand could fly the Albatros scout now at 1 Aircraft Depot as Capt. Brand is the bright light of No. 1 Squadron and a first class pilot. His experiences should be of value to No. 1 Squadron who have to fight this type of machine pretty often.
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Captain C J Q Brand MC, B Flight Commander 1 Squadron. Brand was wounded the day after bringing down Baatz and Schleiper and invalided to hospital. Post-war he had a distinguished career and was knighted for his epic flight to Cape Town in 1920. From 1932 to 1936 he was Director General of Aviation in Egypt and then commanded No. 10 Group Fighter Command during the Battle of Britain. He retired in 1943 as Air Vice-Marshal Sir Quintin Brand KBE, DSO, MC, DFC and died in 1968.
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The combat report filed by Brand when he brought down Baatz and Schleiper of FA(A) 204 on 30 April 1917.
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The message from an AA battery confirming that Brand’s victim had crashed on the British side of the lines.



On the morning of 30 April he had the job of chasing off any hostile aircraft reported in the area and at 0825 hours took off to intercept a German reconnaissance machine. He was airborne for only 42 minutes and then, just over an hour later, was airborne again leading an eight man patrol, escorting the FE2ds of 20 Squadron on a bombing mission, in which three more enemy machines were sent down out of control.

Brand crashed a two-seater near Houplines, the crew of Baatz and Schleiper, being killed and the machine was totally consumed by fire. The engine was buried in the ground with one end of its crankcase melted and was not even worth retrieving. What remained was allocated the number G27 and Brand was given an airspeed indicator and the compass from the wreckage.

 


Turn your vehicle round and return to T-junction. Turn left and continue into the centre of Armentières. As you approach the centre pick up signs for Ypres (Ieper) and follow the N365 towards Ypres. After Messines and shortly before arriving in Ypres Bedford House Cemetery will be seen on the right. This cemetery and the next one on the itinerary, Railway Dugouts, can be visited at the end of the next tour in Chapter Three, if so desired.


Bedford House Cemetery

I like this cemetery (5/57) for its rather unusual layout into a number of separate areas or enclosures. This was the site of Château Rosenda, which was in a small wooded park surrounded by moats, and was the location of various Field Ambulances and Brigade Headquarters. Enclosure 1 was moved to White House St Jean and Enclosure 5 to Aeroplane Cemetery. Today Enclosure 4 is the largest and encompasses the Indian plot with two attractive pagodas and enclosure 6 dates from the 1930s. As you enter the cemetery the first Enclosure is on the left, surrounded on three sides by a moat. In Enclosure 2, just on the left as the visitor enters it there is the lone grave of a German aviator, Walter Rode, lying shoulder to shoulder with his former enemies.

Bedford House Cemetery from the air, with the position of Walter Rode’s grave, who was shot down by Gordon Taylor of 66 Squadron.
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Walter Rode FA 3 (I F33)

Of the many aviation books of the First War my favourite is Sopwith Scout 7309 by Patrick Gordon Taylor (see the bibliography). Taylor, an Australian from north of Sydney, brings to life what it was like to fly in an RFC fighter squadron in the summer of 1917. His war was not one of great victories or aces but of men engaged in the grim business of war, doing their ‘bit’ and of survival. His was not a bloodthirsty lust for glory but of doing his duty and deploring the senseless slaughter of the war. He wrote of a combat that occurred on 20 August 1917:


Climbing out of Estrée Blanche I saw the familiar shape of the Forêt de Nieppe pass below the formation. Then Bailleul. And away in the south - east, Armentières and Lille.

Ypres and all the surrounding devastated land was passing under as we headed out over enemy territory. At 17,000 feet I levelled off, heading for Roulers, throttled back a little to allow one of the rear machines to close up formation.

I saw a glint of sun on some tiny specks in the west, and was able to hold them as they moved slowly in a northerly direction. I thought I could see their intentions. They had finished their job and were flying north before turning back on a different and probably quieter track over the north Belgian area. I turned the flight again, parallel with their course, aiming to hold the intercepting position. They would have to turn soon. We had nearly 19,000 feet now, well above the Rumpler’s level. I think the Huns saw us then and, realising that we had closed in behind them, decided to turn for the lines and try to run through us on their speed. It was their only chance.

The gap between us closed rapidly. Now they were aeroplanes, the upper surfaces of the wings a dull camouflage colour. One was well ahead of the other, and slightly higher, about a thousand feet below our level. I selected the first, for a diagonal frontal attack from above, intending to go through, turn, and come back under his tail if he was still flying. I was shaking with the excitement of the chase. Everything had concentrated on this moment. All the uncertainty as we had stalked these Huns vanished as I turned and came in for the first Rumpler. Tracers came smoking close by my machine and as I opened fire I could see the rear gunner crouching and firing at me while the Rumpler held a steady course. They had guts. The black-crossed aeroplane rushed in towards me and swept through below. I brought my machine round for the stern attack, but the Rumpler was already out of range. I had misjudged the turn, left it too late, and of course could not catch him. Other members of the flight came through to the attack and chased him into the east, but the Rumpler was too fast, and eventually managed to escape.

Gordon Taylor of 66 Squadron climbing into his Sopwith Pup A7309, wearing his homemade anti-frostbite leather mask. The horizontal white bar was 66 Squadron’s marking and the letter ‘A’ was Taylor’s personal flight marking.
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The other aircraft was still coming, about five hundred feet below. There wasn’t much height in hand. I could not risk another double attack.

As the Hun passed under me I put the nose down steeply, went on through his level, and with the speed of the dive pulled up almost vertically from below. As his blue-grey belly came forward to the sights I followed through with the Vickers pumping out its rounds till my little fighter stalled and fell away. I let her fall till she had speed for flight again; then eased her gently out of the dive.

High above, against the clear blue sky, my Hun was still flying, quite straight and level: but a red glow like the end of a cigarette shone out of his fuselage. I watched, fascinated, not yet believing he was on fire.

Then the black smoke came, trailing like some funereal streamer from the stricken aircraft; staining the blue of the sky. But the German aircraft still flew on, straight and level. From my wild triumph at this successful end to a long chase. a dull sense of horror came over me. There was something awful about this doomed aeroplane.

Then a black object detached itself from the blazing Rumpler; a grotesque thing with loose and waving ends. The rear gunner had jumped from the death by fire to which my action had condemned him. He appeared to fall quite slowly, passing my machine as though he were almost floating in space; and then was gone, invisible against the dark earth.

This drama above me continued. The Rumpler, now just a stream of stinking black smoke, slowly put its nose down into a last dive. I watched it go, followed it down as pieces came off in flame and smoke. Then the fire seemed to go out, but it burst again into flames and finally hit the ground with a great explosion, leaving a cloud of smoke drifting slowly over the land.

I had known for some time that I was now committed irrevocably to life in the Air. But why did it have to be used only to life But why did it have to be used only for war; for killing instead of creating? The horrible thing in the air had had a home, parents, someone who loved him. Now he was dead, lying crumpled on the earth, killed by me.

Returning from this encounter I had for the moment no more taste for war. I began to think my way over the world, to my home in Australia; to Lion Island with my boat moored off the beach; the tent by the banksia trees, the red gums sprawling over the sun - bleached sandstone rocks, the call of the little penguins coming in from the sea at night....

There was some excitement in the squadron. Word had already come in that the Rumpler had been shot down, and that the wreckage was lying near Brielen. As far as I can remember, this was the first Hun we got on our side of the lines. So a Crossley tender was organised to go up to the crash. I was still sick with the whole thing, but, somewhat inconsistently. I went with the others in the tender; mainly to avoid the embarrassment of explanations.

The big Mercedes engine had dug a great hole in the soft earth. The rest was unidentifiable wreckage. A few tin-hatted soldiers were standing around. One of them came over to me and said, ‘Want to see the bloke? He’s under that sack.’

The thing under the sack had been the German pilot. I turned away.

Gordon Taylor (left) and ‘Uncle Bottom’ (Lieutenant Topham, the Recording Officer or Adjutant, who acquired his nickname for obvious reasons. He had been seriously wounded in the infantry).
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Back at Estrée Blanche later somebody gave me as a souvenir the Rumpler tail-skid collected from the wreck. I had no wish for it; but to avoid explanations I took it, and afterwards gave it to Uncle Bottom.’


Gordon Taylor survived his tour and was awarded a Military Cross. In 1935 he was awarded an Edward Gallantry Medal (later to become a George Cross) for climbing out on to the wing of an aircraft over the Tasman Sea to attend to a seized engine and in 1954 was knighted for his services as one of the great Australian aviation pioneers. He died in 1966, shortly after completing his autobiography.

Today “the thing under the sack”, Walter Rode of FA 3, reposes in the quiet tranquility of Bedford House Cemetery. Curiously his observer, Vizefeldwebel Wilhelm Donner, is buried in Frasnoy German Military Cemetery, east of Valenciennes - some seventy kilometres away.

 


Continue north on the N365 towards Ypres and just past a level crossing turn right to Hollebeke and Zillebeke. Railway Dugouts Cemetery is on the right side of the road.



Railway Dugouts Cemetery

The thought and care that has gone into the planning of Commonwealth War Graves cemeteries never ceases to amaze me for, despite them all having standard features and a similar style, each one is completely different. This cemetery (5/47) combines an attractive circular layout of memorial headstones near the entrance, with long lines behind, and incorporates a small lake.

Vizefeldwebel Peter Glasmacher Jasta 8

Continue to the far right corner of the cemetery where there is a small group of German headstones on the right.

Peter Glasmacher, born in Cologne in 1893, had been serving in Jasta 8 for several months and had claimed two British machines. His second victim had been Captain J M E Shepherd of 1 Squadron, who had the dubious distinction of being their first casualty since becoming a fighter squadron (see Chapter Three Perth (China Wall) Cemetery entry).

Lieutenant Frank Ford Babbage of 20 Squadron.
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On the afternoon of 5 May 1917, a flight of five FE2ds of 20 Squadron had taken off from their aerodrome at Ste Marie-Cappel for an Offensive Patrol in the Boesinghe area. They were first attacked, half-heartedly, by two Albatros two-seaters at a height of 8,000 feet. Shortly afterwards three formations of Albatros scouts, of approximately eight or nine machines each, attacked them from the north, east and south. The scrap raged for an hour, at heights from 11,000 feet down to only 3,000 feet. Though the formation was split up, the FE2s kept in loose contact. One machine had its engine fail and was trailed by an Albatros, which was driven off by Lieutenant A N Solly and his observer Second Class Air Mechanic C Bemister. Having recovered their engine the FE2 climbed and rejoined the fight. A number of enemy machines were claimed, including one by Second Lieutenant Frank Ford Babbage and his observer First Class Air Mechanic Bernard Aldred. (see Pont-du-Hem Cemetery entry)

The signal sent from No. 1 Aircraft Depot to RFC HQ requesting the allocation of a number for the wreckage of Glasmacher’s Albatros. The signal has been annotated with the reply, giving it the number G34.
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They were attacked from behind by three enemy machines and as one of them passed over the FE’s top wing Aldred fired at it using the back mounted Lewis machine gun. It dived past them missing their nose by only ten feet. As it fell out of control it caught fire, then its tail came off and the wreckage fell on the British side of the lines near Hill 60. Vizefeldwebel Glasmacher’s machine was allocated the number G34, though there was little worth salvaging. The remains, consisting of engine, guns, operating mechanism of the elevator, rudder and ailerons, together with some badly burned wood, were taken to No. 1

The entry from Babbage’s flying logbook recording his fight against Glasmacher of Jasta 8 on 5 May 1917.
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Aircraft Depot at St Omer by personnel from 41 Squadron.

At midnight the squadron received a telegram:

To OC 20 Squadron, R.F.C.

Many congratulations to the pilots and observers who took part in this evening’s great fight carried out with such determination and inflicting such heavy casualties on German formations superior in numbers.

 



From General Trenchard


Babbage was typical of the many pilots joining the RFC in early 1917. He had learned to fly with 39 and 46 Reserve Squadrons and arrived at 20 Squadron with a total of only twenty eight flying hours, of which twenty-two were solo. Included in this meagre experience were four practice photographic flights, three practice bombing flights and his total night flying time was just three flights amounting to a mere sixteen minutes. He had done no machine-gun firing but had at least flown the FE2d type that he was to operate in France (the Nieuport scout pilots, for example, did not fly their machine until they arrived in France, there being none in England, and were lucky if they managed to fly an hour or two at the St Omer Scout School). He flew a number of practice landing and formation flights before setting off on his first operational flight a week after his arrival. The Glasmacher scrap was his tenth patrol, half of which had been with the experienced Aldred.

 


Return to the N365 and turn right to Ypres, thus concluding the tour.

The Northern Area
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Chapter Three

YPRES: THE NORTHERN AREA

This itinerary passes initially through the northern section of the Allied line, in the area that constituted the Second Battle of Ypres in March 1915, and then into what was the German side of the lines. Most of this area remained in enemy hands throughout the war and was lost only in the last Allied offensive of August 1918. On this tour the places that will be visited, together with the principal points of interest, are:


Ferme Olivier Cemetery - Von Keudell, CO of Jasta 27 
Bleuet Farm Cemetery - a German naval pilot 
New Irish Farm Cemetery - kite balloon casualties 
Langemark German Cemetery - Erwin Böhme 
Tyne Cot Cemetery - V H N Wadham, an early pilot 
Poelkapelle - the George Guynemer memorial 
Vladslo German Cemetery - Rudolf Kleine, Pour le Mérite holder 
Wareghem American Cemetery - 17th US Aero Squadron casualty 
Marckebeeke German Aerodrome - Voss and von Richthofen 
Menin German Cemetery - a Pour le Mérite holder? 
Halluin German Aerodromes - Jastas 18 and 57 
Perth (China Wall) Cemetery - Frank Cody, 41 Squadron 
Larch Wood Cemetery - a Handley Page casualty


Leave the centre of Ypres for Vlamertinghe by the same route as in Chapter One and from Vlamertinghe follow the Hospital Farm Military Cemetery sign. Continue straight ahead past the cemetery sign on your left for one mile to a T-junction. Turn right and after half a mile Ferme Olivier Cemetery will appear on your right, the Cross of Sacrifice is alongside the road.

Ferme Olivier Cemetery

This cemetery (5/17) was in constant use from June 1915 until August 1917 and buried here, amongst others, are 37 men from 3/Monmouthshire Regiment, killed while on parade in December 1915 by a single naval shell fired from Houthulst Forest.

Plot II is to the right and the two graves of specific interest (F8 and F5) are near the back. The squared off tops of this style of German headstone are not as obviously distinct from the CWGC ones as one might think. By coincidence both of these German casualties occurred in combat with No. 1 Squadron RFC.

Alexander Kutscher, Jasta 28 (J8)

Edwin Stuart Travis Cole had arrived in 1 Squadron in October 1916 when they still had a mixture of Morane Parasols, Morane Biplanes and Nieuport two-seaters. He had come from 60 Squadron where, under their CO, Jack Scott, if your face did not fit you were quickly posted out. This happened to a number of officers who were successful later in other squadrons, and Cole was one of them.

On the morning of 1 May 1917, a patrol of eight Nieuport scouts of 1 Squadron lifted off from the Asylum Ground for an Offensive Patrol over the Salient. The formation of small silvery scouts turned towards the front line, climbing steadily and rising and falling in bumps in the air. At 12,000 feet east of Ypres they attacked a formation of four Albatros scouts, which were noted as being three usual type and one painted brilliant red with an exceptionally good pilot. Captain E D ‘Spider’ Atkinson, the patrol leader, attacked the leading enemy machine, painted red, but was forced to spin down to escape its attention and eventually was forced to land near Elverdinghe due to engine damage. Cole attacked one of the other three and pursued it down until it crashed through a tree and fell into a pond. The front fuselage and engine broke off and all the wings were smashed. Cole landed in an adjacent field and, reluctant to approach the crashed enemy, took a photograph from behind a tree some distance away. Overcoming his hesitancy he eventually made his way to the crash and as he arrived the enemy pilot, Alexander Kutscher, from Jasta 28, expired.
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Lieutenant E S T Cole MC, victor over Alexander Kutscher of Jasta 28



In a letter to his parents two days later Cole wrote;


The day before yesterday was the finest day I’ve lived so far.

I did a long patrol before breakfast & nothing special happened, at 9.45 we had a long reconnaissance & at the end of this as we were crossing the lines I spotted a brilliantly red coloured machine with three other machines with him on our side of the trenches, all of us dived on them & a general scrap followed. The Capt brought one down but he managed to get back to hunland before crashing, in turn the Capt was shot down by one of the hun, shots going right through his petrol tank. He came down in a spin but managed to right her before hitting the ground. Two more of our patrol were shot down & it left another pilot and myself to do our best, the other fellow was splendid & put up a splendid show. However after scrapping for some time two of the huns managed to get away & it left me with one fellow. He had a wonderful machine & the finest flier I’ve ever been up against. We each tried to better each other from 12, 000 ft to 800 ft & when we got near the ground I managed to get in some good shots & down he came, burst into flames just before hitting the ground & the machine went vertically into a pond. I landed in a field next to him & rushed over, thousands of tommies & people were watching & a cheer went up from all of them. However we got the poor fellow out, the doctor found him with 5 shots through the heart so there was no chance for him. It was all frightfully exciting. Fortunately I did not have a shot in my machine. The hun machine has been brought to the aerodrome & it belongs to their crack squadron & is the very latest type most beautifully fitted up.
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Stuart Cole in his Nieuport scout A6603 in early 1917.This was in the first batch of type 17s delivered to 1 Squadron when they became a fighter squadron.



The pilot who was a Captain had a topping cigar case which I was having but now all his personal belongings will be sent back to his people & I’m allowed to claim any three things belonging to the machine.


The machine, which had a large letter ‘K’ on the side of the fuselage, was allocated the number G30. Much interest was displayed in the radiator, which was of a much lighter design than was used on the British 160hp Beardmore engine and it was suggested that it be fitted to this engine for a trial.

Kutscher, was born on 27 September 1882, in Saarbrücken and had been a pilot in FA 32, engaged in the usual work of a two-seater unit, from the beginning of August 1916 until the end of October of that year when he had been posted to Jasta 5 and then ultimately onto Jasta 28.

Jasta 28, a Württemberg unit, who were based at Wasquehal just north of Lille, had been formed in December 1916 and the second Commanding Officer was Karl Emil Schäfer, who had been promoted from Jasta 11. He had kept his machine painted brilliant red in memory and pride of his old unit (see Chapter Two, Pont du Hem entry). Spider Atkinson was his twenty-fifth official victory and he went on to score another five before he became a casualty on 5 June 1917, probably falling victim to Lieutenants H L Satchell and T A M S Lewis in their FE2d of 20 Squadron. Jasta 28 was an unlucky Staffel for commanding officers, as the next two were also killed in action. Kutscher was the unit’s first casualty.

Cole was posted home on 5 June and was awarded a well-deserved MC on 15 June 1917. His delight at returning to the UK unscathed was nearly his undoing. One of 1 Squadron’s ex-observers, who had been posted to 53 Squadron at the Town Ground over the road, noted:


Smith and I went over to 1 Squadron to say goodbye to Cole who goes to England tomorrow. He very nearly failed to start for England owing to a blood curdling exhibition of stunting in his Nieuport this morning, part of which we saw from 53. He tried to go between the chimney and the tower of the asylum but did not notice there was a strong power cable running across that space which destroyed his propeller and undercarriage and tipped him nose down. He just managed to pull her up a few feet from the ground and landed perfectly.


It would appear from squadron records that this incident was hushed up as there is no mention of a Nieuport having to be repaired.

Post-war, because his family did not want him to fly in the RAF, he ran a garage for many years in Malmesbury and had the rudder from Kutscher’s machine on the wall. On the outbreak of the Second World War he immediately joined up and spent most of the war on flying duties, surviving an attempt in June 1940 to fly a formation of Bristol Blenheims and Hawker Hurricanes across German occupied France to the Middle East, in which most of the machines were lost or had to return.


Hans von Keudell, Jasta 27 (F5)

During January 1917 1 Squadron went through the painful process of converting itself from a two-seater unit to a single seat scout or fighter unit, with most of the observers being posted across the road to 53 Squadron at the Town Ground, where several were later killed in action. After a period of training on the Nieuport scout the first patrol had been carried out on 9 February. Six days later, on 15 February, Second Lieutenant V H Collins, while on a solo patrol at about 12,000 feet between Oostrock and Elverdinghe saw a formation of four enemy machines, which he attacked from behind. After a short exchange with two of them his engine was hit and with a failing motor he was forced to dive away. One of the enemy pursued him and, despite his dead engine, Collins pulled his aircraft up, did a sharp left turn and fired half a drum of Lewis at the enemy scout at close range. The enemy machine dived away out of control, burst into flames and crashed. Collins with his engine still dead had to force land. The four enemy machines were from Jasta 27, who were based at Ghistelles near Ostende.

The scrap had been observed by a Nieuport two-seater of 46 Squadron flown by Second Lieutenant S H Pratt and his observer Second Lieutenant Geoffrey Bryers, who were returning from Ypres after spotting for artillery. They were attacked by two of the German machines but were unable to fire many rounds in return before the pilot’s forward firing Lewis gun jammed. One enemy machine was observed to burst into flames and crash near Vlamertinghe. This was officially credited to Collins and allocated the number G11. It was not to be Jasta 27’s day as another pilot became a victim of anti-aircraft fire and was made a prisoner of war, with his machine being annotated as G12.

Leutnant Hans von Keudell (right), Commanding Officer of Jasta 27, shot down on 15 February 1917 by Second Lieutenant V H Collins of No. 1 Squadron.
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Victor Henry Collins, a South African from Kimberley. Invalided to the UK after a serious crash on 25 April 1917. He was demobilised in July 1919.



The first of the crashed German machines was flown by Hans von Keudell, Commanding Officer of Jasta 27. Von Keudell, who was aged twenty-four, had joined the army in 1911 and transferred to the aviation branch in 1915. He was a very experienced pilot, having flown bombers in Kaghol 1 and had been a founder member of Jasta 1 in August 1916, scoring several victories with them. On 5 February 1917 he was appointed to establish Jasta 27 as its first Commanding Officer and, unfortunately, became their first casualty as well. One of his successors as Commanding Officer was a Leutnant Hermann Göring.

The aircrew of 46 Squadron at Droglandt in early 1917. Standing on the extreme right is S H Pratt and seated fourth from the left is Geoffrey Bryers. Both were involved in the von Keudell action of 15 February 1917.
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Nieuport two-seater A3272 of 46 Squadron. This machine had been transferred from the Royal Naval Air Service to the Royal Flying Corps.



Continue along the N333 for half a mile to a T-junction. Turn right down the N8 and then first left at the traffic lights towards Boesinghe. Follow the Bleuet Farm Cemetery sign for about one mile to the cemetery. The cemetery is on your left, set back down a narrow track.



Bleuet Farm Cemetery

This cemetery (5/11) is another where you have to park on the main road and walk down a grass track to reach it. There are only three RFC/RAF crew buried here but it does contain an unusual German grave, which is situated on its own at the rear left of the cemetery.

Karl Heinrich Voss, Marine Jasta 1

The German Navy had its own flying units, much as the Royal Navy had, but not on such a large scale. The first Marine Feldjagdstaffel (MFJ1) was formed on 1 February 1917, and by the end of the war five of these Jastas had been created. Like their counterparts, the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS), their area of operations was mainly by the coast, in the area to the north west of Ypres.

Karl Heinrich Voss (no relation to the famous ace Werner Voss) was born at Usedom in 1895 and was serving with Marine Feldjasta 1 in December 1917. They were based at Coolkerke, south east of Zeebrugge. He had claimed a Sopwith Camel of 10 Squadron RNAS on 12 December, the pilot, Flight Sub Lieutenant J C Clark, being taken prisoner of war.
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Karl Heinrich Voss of Marine FeldJasta 1, sitting on the wing of his Albatros DV.



On 17 December snow had fallen heavily on most of the front except Second Army. About two o’clock in the afternoon 1 Squadron mounted a ten-man patrol led by C Flight Commander Captain Wendell Rogers. They climbed in the bitterly cold air, with the slipstream blasting round their open cockpits and the desolate winter landscape sliding past below them. At 8,000 feet just south west of Moorsele, two of the flight dived on a pair of enemy two-seaters and while engrossed in this they were in turn attacked by six Albatros scouts. Second Lieutenant Patrick George Kelsey dived on one that was being harrassed by two Sopwith Camels of 65 Squadron.

Three Sopwith Camels of 65 Squadron, who were also based at Bailleul, had taken off about a quarter of an hour before 1 Squadron. Lieutenant Godfrey Bremridge and Second Lieutenant Guy Knocker had lost the third pilot Second Lieutenant D M Sage, and, spotting the six enemy machines, had dived to the attack. Bremridge fired thirty rounds at one machine and then Kelsey had joined in and fought it down from 5,000 to 3,000 feet. The fight drifted across the battlefield from over Passchendaele towards the British lines. Kelsey managed to get on its tail and after firing about thirty rounds into the enemy machine at less than twenty yards it burst into flames and the wings came off. The wingless fuselage, marked with a large letter ‘V’, carrying the luckless Voss, smashed into the ground, south of Pilkem, on the British side of the lines. His machine was allocated the number G100. Before his burial by 2/Wessex Field Ambulance a letter was found in a pocket addressed to Flugmeister Otto Napp, another pilot in MFJ 1, who had been killed in a flying accident on 30 November.
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Lieutenant P G Kelsey of 1 Squadron. After a full tour of duty in France he spent the rest of the war on Home Defence duties. He died in 1966.
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Kelsey taxiing out in his Nieuport B6818, in which he brought down Voss. The machine has a letter ‘K’ on the side of the fuselage and also on the top rear fuselage decking.



65 Squadron photographed before departure for France. Standing third from the left is G Bremridge and seated extreme right is G M Knocker, both of whom were involved in the Voss action. Guy Knocker retired from the RAF in 1946 as a Group Captain.


[image: e9781783409969_i0096.jpg]


[image: e9781783409969_i0097.jpg]

Sopwith Camel F3991 ‘V’ of 65 Squadron. 65 Squadron’s markings were a double white bar. The pilot is Captain A G Jones-Williams who had previously served in 29 Squadron on Nieuport scouts. (see photograph Ypres Reservoir Cemetery entry).



The fin and rudder from Voss’ Albatros after being salvaged by 1 Squadron personnel.
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Two sections of the fin from Voss’ Albatros retained by the Kelsey family today. The German Navy had their own distinctive colour scheme, which consisted of green and mauve dabs of paint all over the plywood covered fuselage.



The following night Kelsey and Guy Moore, who had also been in the scrap, went over to 65 Squadron’s Mess, on the other side of the Asylum Ground, carrying their trophies from the wrecked German machine, and were entertained to dinner. Kelsey finished his spell in the squadron and spent the rest of the war on Home Defence duties, principally with 141 Squadron.

 


The route to the next site is a little complicated due to the fact you cannot approach it directly from the south because of the dual carriageway of the N38. Continue for about one mile into Boesinghe. At the next T-junction turn right through the village and onto the N369. Turn right towards Ypres for about one and a half miles until you reach the N38. Turn right onto the N38 (ie turn right after passing under the flyover) signposted to Brugge and Langemarcke. At the first traffic lights turn left, signposted to Pilkem, and after about 100 yards take the first right (opposite a VW/Audi garage) into a narrow lane (the Zwaanhofweg). Continue past La Belle Alliance and Divisional Collecting Post Extension Cemeteries. New Irish Farm Cemetery is on the right.



New Irish Farm Cemetery

This cemetery (5/21) was in use from August until November 1917 and again in April 1918. At the Armistice it only contained seventy-three burials, of which thirty-seven were artillerymen. Then another nineteen cemeteries were concentrated here, as well as isolated burials and it now contains about 4,500 graves. The graves of particular interest are by the Stone of Remembrance and are I A32 to I A38.
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The graves of 39 Kite Balloon Section personnel at New Irish Farm Cemetery.



Kite Balloon ground crew

Working on the ground in the RFC was not a cushy number and there was a steady attrition during the war from accidental injuries and the results of enemy action. Apart from the job of wireless operator with an artillery battery perhaps the most dangerous occupation for ground crew was working with a kite balloon section. The job was pretty uncomfortable at the best of times. They were rarely in one place long enough to have permanent accommodation, they were usually situated in rough open fields and in order to be effective were always very close to the front line. As a consequence of their proximity to the enemy and the fact they could see everything that was going on, on the other side they received a lot of attention from German artillery. A considerable number of KB personnel were killed and wounded and there were many acts of gallantry in saving balloons and winches under artillery fire.

In late 1917, 39 Kite Balloon Section was particularly unfortunate in having a bad run of casualties when, apart from several wounded, they had men killed on 27 October and 28 October by German shellfire. On 17 November there was another heavy barrage and everyone had to take to slit trenches and dugouts. One trench suffered a direct hit and eight men were killed outright and a ninth died later - probably the single largest loss by the KBs in one incident during the war. The eight are buried here in a line in front of the Stone of Remembrance and are: George Peel I A32, Samuel Ackroyd I A33, David Urban Parsons I A34, James Alfred Waters I A35, Herbert E Ponder I A36, Thomas Myers I A37, John Thomas Spence I A38 and John McAlpine I A39. Also buried here is the 28 October casualty, Frank Benden, in I A30.

The ninth casualty of 17 November, Harry Booth, and the 29 October victim, Ernest John Davey, are buried in Dozinghem Military Cemetery, having died in one of the many Casualty Clearing Stations situated nearby.

 


Although the lane past the cemetery entrance goes down to the N38 you cannot turn left, because of the central reservation of the dual carriageway. Therefore retrace your steps to the traffic lights on the N38 and turn left. Continue straight on towards St. Julien (St Juliaan) and Poelkapelle. At the cross roads at Vancouver Corner, marked by the distinctive Canadian memorial of the head and shoulders of a soldier, turn left to Langemark. Continue through Langemark for two and three quarter miles (the road curves to the right) and the German cemetery is on the left.



Langemark German Cemetery

We are here to pay our respects to two of the German Air Service’s Pour le Mérite holders, Werner Voss and Erwin Böhme.

The national characteristics and approach to cemetery layout are particularly well illustrated by the German cemeteries. While not glorifying in war or endeavouring to sanitize the grim reality of it, the Commonwealth War Graves Commission cemeteries are attractive and tranquil places; like an English country garden. In contrast I find German cemeteries stark and forbidding. The temperature seems to drop a degree or two on entering them.

This is a huge cemetery and contains 44,000 fallen, with nearly 25,000 in a mass grave (Kameradengräb) near the entrance. It is the only German cemetery actually situated in the Ypres salient. The reason for this is that in 1954 the Belgian and German governments reached an agreement that the many small German cemeteries would be transferred to the four largest ones at Vladslo, Hooglede, Langemark and Menin. The Kameradengräb contains 24,917 dead of which 7,977 are unknown. The grave is in fact an ossuary in which the bones of the dead are placed and in November 1998 the recently discovered remains of seventeen unknown Germans were brought here. Around it stand 34 stone blocks to which are affixed 68 bronze plaques with the names of the known.

There are a number of aviators buried here including two crews brought down by Jimmy McCudden (see also the entry for The Huts Cemetery in Chapter One). These are Unteroffiziers Bruno Wiedemann and Hans Gossler of Schusta 27b, shot down on 26 September 1917, as McCudden’s fourteenth victory and Leutnants Ernst Sauter and Fritz Pauly of FA 45, killed on 5 December 1917, as his twenty-fourth victory.

Leutnant WernerVoss

Werner Voss was one of Germany’s greatest aces and was killed in an famous air battle on 23 September 1917, during a fight with a flight from 56 Squadron, containing such aces as Jimmy McCudden, A P F Rhys Davids and R T C Hoidge. He is buried in the Kameradengräb and his name appears on memorial panel number 63. For details of Voss’s career and death see the Marckebeeke Aerodrome section later in this chapter.


Leutnant Erwin Böhme

The first effective true fighter was the Fokker Eindecker. This was due primarily to the machine gun interruption gear invented by the Dutchman Anthony Fokker, which enabled German pilots to fire ahead through the arc of the propeller. In the latter half of 1915 these single-seaters were issued in small numbers to a few two-seater reconnaissance units, where the more aggressive pilots flew them on escort patrols and for scouting. Later the Eindeckers were designated as attached units. FA62 had such an attached unit, known as Kampfeinsitzer-Kommando (KEK) Douai, and two of their pilots, Leutnants Max Immelmann and Oswald Boelcke, soon demonstrated their skill. Tactics improved and Allied losses began to increase to an alarming level, culminating in the so-called ‘Fokker Scourge’. By the early part of 1916 both Boelcke and Immelmann had been awarded the Pour le Mérite and were household names in Germany, where they were feted as heroes. In June 1916 with Immelmann having been killed and with his victory tally at nineteen Boelcke was sent to Turkey on an inspection. While he was away he wrote a report on air fighting and the organisation of fighting units. The result was a complete re-appraisal of tactics and the formation of Jagdstaffeln (Jastas) or single-seat dedicated fighter units. On his return Boelcke was placed in command of Jasta 2 and able to choose to a certain extent some of his pilots. Among those he selected and later went on to become aces were Manfred von Richthofen, Max Müller and Erwin Böhme.
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Leutnant Erwin Böhme (left) when serving in a two-seater reconnaissance unit. Note the colourful markings of the machine.



Böhme was born on 29 July 1879, in Holzminden and before the war had been an engineer, spending some time in East Africa. On the outbreak of hostilities he joined a Jaeger regiment and then learned to fly. Having been held back for a year to instruct he was posted to Kaghol 2, commanded by Boelcke’s brother Wilhelm, on the Eastern Front. It was here that he met Oswald Boelcke and was invited to join the newly forming Jasta 2 in August 1916. By the summer of 1916 the Allies had countered the Fokker menace with the DH2, FE2b and the French Nieuport scout. However, the pendulum was about to swing again in the Germans’ favour with the introduction of the Albatros scout which was faster, more manouevrable and, more importantly, was equipped with two machine guns firing through the propeller.

Erwin Böhme, who collided with Germany’s hero Oswald Boelcke on 28 October 1916.


[image: e9781783409969_i0102.jpg]


[image: e9781783409969_i0103.jpg]

Hauptmann Oswald Boelcke, the ‘Father of Air Fighting Tactics’



Under Boelcke’s tutelage Böhme had brought down five machines by the end of October. However, on 28 October 1916 tragedy struck. Six machines of Jasta 2, led by Boelcke, and including Manfred von Richthofen, attacked two DH2s of C Flight 24 Squadron RFC over the Somme battlefield. By skilful manoeuvring the DHs were able to avoid the Albatrosses’. Boelcke and Böhme dived on one of the British machines, flown by Lieutenant A G Knight MC, and in a moment of inattention Böhme’s undercarriage brushed Boelcke’s top left wing. Boelcke went into a gradual glide towards the German lines with a damaged wing. As he passed through cloud pieces flew off and then a wing broke away. Boelcke was killed in the subsequent crash. He was Germany’s leading ace with 40 victories and a great loss. Though the war was to last another two years only a dozen or so pilots were to surpass Boelcke’s number of victories.This collision was to haunt Böhme. The Jasta was renamed Jasta Boelcke after it’s late leader, who was considered to be the ‘Father of Air Fighting Tactics’.

On 11 February 1917, Böhme was wounded in a scrap, having claimed twelve victories and after recovery he once more became an instructor. After a short period in command of Jasta 29 he returned to his old Jasta as its commanding officer . On 24 November 1917, he was awarded the coveted Pour le Mérite. Just five days later he was shot down and killed whilst attacking an Armstrong Whitworth FK8, or ‘Big Ack’ of 10 Squadron RFC, over Zonnebeke. He was buried by the British at Keerselaarhoek, which is very close to the British cemetery at Tyne Cot. In 1955 the German cemetery was cleared and German War Graves records indicate he is buried in the Kameradengräb at Langemark, though curiously his name is not commemorated on the bronze memorial panels.

Two of Böhme’s brothers were killed during the war and Martin, who was killed in the crash of a giant Staaken aeroplane in April 1918, is buried at Vladslo in grave 5/1293 (see the Vladslo entry later in this chapter).

 


Return to Vancouver Corner cross roads and turn right on the main road and immediately turn left, signposted to Zonnebeke. After one and a half miles turn left at a crossroads signposted Passchendaele. After one and three quarters of a mile turn right down a side road. The yellow sign (annotated Tynecotstraat) can only be read after you have turned right! Continue ahead to Tyne Cot Cemetery, which will be on your left.



Tyne Cot Cemetery

The visitor to this cemetery (6/4) probably already knows that this is the largest British military cemetery in the world with some 11,871 graves. Owing to the nature of the fighting around here 8,365 of the graves are sadly unidentified. I defy anyone not to be moved by the sheer scale of sacrifice of the Great War exemplified by this cemetery. I have been here many times and it still moves me, much as the Last Post at the Menin Gate does.

Though there is a huge number of dead buried here the flying representation, surprisingly, is quite small, with only seventeen burials.

Charles Moody (LVIII A28)

Whenever I come here I make a pilgrimage to C A Moody’s grave, which is situated to the rear right of the cemetery, abeam the Cross of Sacrifice. The first RFC veteran I contacted and visited was Air Vice-Marshal A J Capel, who had served as an observer in 4 Squadron, then as a pilot and Flight Commander in 1 Squadron, and right at the end of the war had taken 94 Squadron out to France as their commanding officer. They were taxiing out to take off for their first patrol when the Armistice came into effect and thus never flew operationally. During my visit to Air Vice-Marshal Capel I was treated royally by him and his wife, like so many of the veterans I visited over the years. They entertained me to lunch and tea and were utterly charming to a complete stranger. In the 1930s Capel had married the widow of H M Moody, another ex-RFC pilot. Moody had been a successful pilot in 45 Squadron in France and Italy, earning himself an MC in the process. In 1931 he had been killed in a mid-air collision with an Armstrong Whitworth Siskin of 43 Squadron, whilst flying his AOC, Air Vice-Marshal F V Holt, who was also killed.

Charles Angelo Moody, who was only eighteen years old, was the younger brother of H M Moody and his death on 21 August 1917, devastated the family, particularly his father, the Reverend Henry Moody.

Charles had only been in 1 Squadron ten days when he took off at 0620 hours for a patrol in the Houthulst area. At about 0700 hours the six Nieuport scouts dived on five enemy scouts but were then attacked themselves by another dozen or so black and white striped Albatros scouts. Captain P F Fullard, the leader, had his engine fail and was able to disentangle himself from the attentions of the other Albatros scouts with the help of Second Lieutenant H G Reeves. To escape Reeves eventually had to feign being out of control and spun to within 700 feet of the ground, at which height he re-crossed the front line. Moody was last seen fighting the larger enemy formation. He was rescued by a German infantryman, who gave him water, but he succumbed to his wounds before being evacuated. Leutnant Fritz Loerzer, of Jasta 26, claimed a Nieuport scout near Westroosebeke. He was buried initially in Hooglede German Cemetery but subsequently moved to Tyne Cot.


Captain V H N Wadham (LXII C5)

Wadham’s grave is located at the rear of the cemetery, just to the left of centre. Wadham was a member of that small gallant band who crossed the Channel in August 1914 as the RFC detachment with the BEF. He was born on 31 December 1891, in Teddington and joined the Hampshire Regiment in June 1914 from the Special Reserve. He was one of the first RFC officers, having joined shortly after its formation and had taken his Royal Aero Club certificate, No.243, on a Farman with the Sopwith School at Brooklands on 16 July 1912. On the outbreak of war he went to France with 3 Squadron and after a serious accident on a Bleriot he spent a long period in hospital.

The wreckage of BE2c No. 2105, flown by Captain V H N Wadham and Sergeant N V Piper. The figure facing the camera is believed to be Offizierstellvertreter Krause of Kaghol 1, the pilot of the German machine that bought Wadham and Piper down.
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Another view of BE2c 2105. The figure with his back to the camera was believed to be Sergeant N V Piper but is more likely to be Leutnant von Lersner, observer to Krause.



15 Squadron had been formed at South Farnborough on 1 March 1915, from a nucleus of No. 1 Reserve Aeroplane Squadron and had arrived at St Omer on 23 December. On 5 January 1916, they had moved to Droglandt. At 0735 hours on 17 January Wadham and his observer, Sergeant N V Piper, took off in their BE2c to escort a photographic reconnaissance and were brought down, probably by Offizierstellvertreter Krause and Leutnant Von Lersner of Kaghol 1. Wadham was killed and Piper taken prisoner. They were the first casualties suffered by 15 Squadron.

Wadham, apart from being considered a brilliant pilot, was a first class sportsman and the epitome of that class of Englishmen lost in the First War.
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Captain V H N Wadham, flight commander 15 Squadron, killed in action on 17 January 1916.



Retrace your steps to the Canadian memorial and turn right to Poelkapelle, where you will find the Guynemer memorial on a roundabout in the middle of the village.



Georges Guynemer

In the centre of Poelkapelle is the most impressive, if not the largest, memorial to an individual airman on the Western Front. It commemorates one of France’s greatest heroes, Georges Guynemer, who occupies a place in the hearts of Frenchmen, much as Albert Ball does to the British.

Georges Marie Ludovic Jules Guynemer was born on 24 December 1894 in Paris to a military family. He was the third child, and suffering from ill-health, was frail in appearance. At college he showed his proficiency in rifle shooting and began to take an interest in mechanical things. In 1911 he flew as a passenger for the first time and this event fired him with the ambition to be a pilot. On the outbreak of war he tried to join the air service but was turned down three times when he failed the medical examination. His perseverance paid off, as on his fourth attempt he was accepted as a trainee mechanic. On his arrival at Pau he immediately applied for pilot training and was eventually accepted. He showed a natural aptitude for flying and in June 1915, on posting to Escadrille MS3, began flying reconnaissances with his observer on Morane Parasol machines. The aeroplane was christened Vieux Charles, after the previous pilot, Charles Bonnard, and Guynemer was to have this name adorning nearly all of his subsequent machines. Guynemer fitted his machine with a forward firing machine gun and on 19 July he shot down his first enemy machine. Two days later he and his observer, Jean Guerder, were both awarded the Médaille Militaire. Guynemer was then issued with a Nieuport 10 which, though designed as a two-seater, was frequently flown with just the pilot and was equipped with a Lewis machine gun on the top wing firing over the arc of the propeller. On 13 March 1916, while engaging an enemy two-seater, he was wounded in the arm and his face and head were splattered by aluminium splinters from the windscreen of his aeroplane. He was able to return to French lines though half conscious from his wounds and was away from flying for three months. On 23 September 1916, by now flying the single-seater Spad fighter, he was hit by anti-aircraft fire, which severely damaged one wing with the result that he fell more or less out of control and crashed. The machine was completely wrecked with only the fuselage remaining but, remarkably, Guynemer walked away unscathed. He now began to score freely and in February 1917, in company with another pilot, he shot down a twin-engined Gotha, which came down in French lines where the three crew were captured. The wreck was subsequently displayed in Nancy. In March the President of France arrived to invest him with the Russian Order of St George (Fourth Class).

The impressive memorial to the great French ace, Georges Guynemer, in the middle of Poelkapelle. The stork was the emblem of his unit, Spa 3.
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Capitaine Georges Guynemer of Spa 3.
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A close up photograph of the cockpit area of Guynemer’s Spad Vieux Charles. The Spad was a robust and much liked machine, but was only used by two RFC squadrons on the Western Front.



Another view of Vieux Charles. This was the machine fitted with the fearsome 37 mm cannon.
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Guynemer driving his motorcar.



In July 1917 Guynemer received a Spad fitted with a 37 mm cannon, which fired through the propeller shaft. The Hispano engine was a ‘V’ configuration and had reduction gearing for the propeller so that a large gun could be installed between the cylinder blocks and could fire through the raised gearbox centreline. With this fearsome weapon Guynemer scored his forty ninth to fifty second victories. The cannon had several disadvantages in that it was a single shot device that needed reloading and gave off smoke and fumes when fired, filling the cockpit. However a single hit by such a large calibre shell on a flimsy structure would ensure its destruction. Only a dozen or so of these machines were used, mainly by successful pilots like Guynemer and Rene Fonck, the most successful French fighter pilot of all. During this month Guynemer’s unit Spa3 (the designation had changed to indicate they now flew the Spad fighter) moved north to support the French First Army in the British offensive and occupied aerodromes in the Dunkirk area.

On 11 September 1917, Guynemer took off, accompanied by Jean Bozon-Verduraz, a newcomer to the squadron. The take-off had been delayed due to early morning fog with the third Spad also having failed to start. Over the Passchendaele battlefield Guynemer spotted a two-seater DFW CV and, diving on it, attacked from above. Bozon-Verduraz followed Guynemer down and after firing at the German reconnaissance machine without any effect he pulled away to investigate a formation of enemy aeroplanes. They, perhaps fortunately, failed to observe the lone Spad and its inexperienced pilot and when Bozon-Verduraz returned to where he had last seen Guynemer there was no sign of him. The last moments of Guynemer’s flight were observed by German infantry and they sent a party out to examine the dead pilot. He had been shot through the head and, having removed everything from the body they left it. Subsequently one of the many British artillery barrages tore up the area and the body was lost. He was officially considered by the Germans to have been brought down by Leutnant Kurt Wissemann of Jasta 3 as his fifth and last victory. Guynemer’s last moments are still a mystery. Wissemann was fated not to last much longer as he was shot down and killed only five days later.

The French lionised and publicised their flying aces, unlike the British, and the loss of Guynemer was a great blow to morale. In 1919 the top five Belgian aces, led by Willy Coppens organised the construction of a memorial to Guynemer in the centre of Poelkapelle. This is only about half a kilometre south west of where he fell. It was unveiled on 8 July 1923, by Coppens in the presence of Guynemer’s mother. The stork is the insignia of the French Air Service Groupe de Combat 12 (GC12), which was first used on the machines of N3, one of its component units. Escadrille N3 was formed in Alsace in 1912 and the stork is the traditional symbol of the region.

 


From the Guynemer memorial follow the N301, signposted to Diksmuide and continue to its junction with the N35. At the T-junction turn right and, just before the large church in Esen, turn left (signposted to Vladslo) and then follow the German cemetery signs.


Vladslo German Cemetery

Vladslo contains only First World War casualties and there are over 25,000 buried here. Many cemeteries were amalgamated with space at a premium as the Belgian and French governments, with obvious reason, were reluctant to allocate more land than was absolutely necessary. Unlike the Commonwealth War Graves Commission there is a great variety of headstones in German cemeteries. The stones here are dark flat horizontal panels, with gold lettering, set into the grass with up to twenty men interred below each. The cemetery is divided into blocks with number one in the far left corner and the last, number ten, in the bottom right corner.

There are a large number of fliers buried here and in block five at the top right corner in plot 5/1004 there is the grave of Hauptmann Rudolph Kleine. He is buried with nineteen other men of all different ranks in a communal grave with no marker to distinguish him from the rest. However he was a holder of the Pour le Mérite and a pioneer of strategic bombing.

German Strategic Bombing

German aircraft had bombed the English coast in the Channel area on and off virtually since the war began, Dover and Folkestone being favoured targets. London was not bombed for the first time until November 1916, when a single machine dropped six bombs, which caused little damage. There had been raids by German naval Zeppelins which had caused considerable alarm, if not panic, among the civilian population but by late 1916 a number of these had been shot down, including two in one night. The sight of a huge incandescent Zeppelin falling from the night sky had reassured the populace and by the middle of 1917 fear had given way to complacency.
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Hauptmann Rudolph Kleine, Blue Max holder and Commanding Officer of the England Squadron.
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A Gotha of the type in which Kleine was killed on 12 December 1917.



The German High Command now turned to the army to continue the bombing of England, a task which they were unable to tackle until they had a suitable machine. By late 1916 the Gothaer Waggonfabrik AG had developed their GIV twin-engined aeroplane, which could carry a bomb load of 300 kgs as far as London. A new unit, Kaghol 3, was formed and in March 1917 the first examples of the new type were delivered to them at their aerodromes at Gontrode and St Denis-Westrem near Ghent. On 25 May 1917, the complacency of the British public was shattered when twenty-one Gotha twin-engined bombers hit Folkestone in daylight, causing 290 casualties, including ninety-five dead. There was a public outcry and steps were taken to improve Home Defence though the air services, as well as being few in number, were also hampered by the lack of an adequate early warning system and a method of directing aircraft when in the air (in 1940 the invention of radar solved this problem and was to be the crucial factor in the Battle of Britain).

On 13 June 1917, the Gothas raided London, causing much damage and generating further outrage. The day after this raid the Commanding Officer of Kagohl 3 (the so-called Englandgeschwader or England Squadron), Hauptmann Ernst Brandenburg, flew to Kreuznach near Mainz in southern Germany to receive the Pour le Mérite from the hands of the Kaiser. Taking off the following day to return to his unit, the machine crashed and Brandenburg was severely injured. His replacement as CO was Hauptmann Rudolf Kleine, who had already served in another bomber unit. The British defences were strengthened by the withdrawal of three badly needed fighter units from the Western Front, one of which was 46 Squadron. The bad weather in August 1917, which was to cause so much trouble to the British in the Third Battle of Ypres, ironically also prevented operations by the Gotha units. Improving Allied defence methods eventually forced Kleine to turn to night bombing and London was bombed regularly, forcing the inhabitants to take to the Underground stations, much as they were to do twenty years later. These operations were fraught with difficulty and many Gothas were lost, primarily in landing accidents and engine failure. The Gothas were also used, in conjunction with Kaghol 1, to bomb British docks, dumps and other targets in order to hamper the flow of supplies to the army engaged in the bloody struggle in Flanders.


Rudolf Kleine (5/1004)

Kleine was a rather severe and reserved officer who was not as popular as his predecessor. He was viewed with caution by the men of Kaghol 3, who felt he took unnecessary risks, particularly in sending them out in dubious weather conditions. A number of missions resulted in several needless casualties. On 4 October 1917, Kleine received the much-coveted Pour le Mérite.

On 12 December Kleine and his men undertook a disastrous daylight raid on British installations in the Ypres area. It was a day of low cloud and rain. At Bailleul a C Flight patrol from No.1 Squadron of five machines lifted off for a patrol of the southern part of the Ypres salient. One pilot returned due to plug trouble but rejoined the others using a replacement aeroplane. The formation was again led by Captain Wendell Rogers, who was to be in command during the Voss encounter on 17 December 1917, (see the Bleuet Farm Cemetery entry earlier in the chapter). Rogers, a tall rangy Canadian from Prince Edward Island, had spent eight months at Toronto University before joining the RFC in late 1916. Joining 1 Squadron in May 1917 he had been promoted to C Flight Commander only the week before and was nearing the end of his operational tour.

This frequently published photograph, posed at the Aircraft Depot, actually shows Nieuport type 27 B6825 flown by Wendell Rogers when he brought down Kleine’s Gotha on 12 December 1917.
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Near Armentières the formation climbed through the dull, gloomy, overcast sky and emerged into brilliant sunshine at about 7,000 feet. Just after having emerged from the tops of the clouds Rogers saw seventeen specks approaching, which soon emerged as two formations of German machines heading west and at first he thought they were enemy scouts. Despite now only having three in the patrol, having lost two of his formation climbing through the cloud, Rogers pressed on towards the enemy. As the two formations approached he realised that they were twin-engined Gotha bombers and not scouts. Two days before, the pilots of 1 Squadron had discussed in the squadron office a recently received technical report on the Gotha and were well aware of the combined firepower of a formation of this size. They were also aware of the rear gunner’s ability to fire over the top of his tailplane and, more importantly, protect the vulnerable underside of the machine by firing down an ingenious tunnel that emerged from the bottom of the fuselage. The Gotha was an intimidating target with a wingspan of over three times the size of the Nieuport. Keeping out of range of the Gotha’s guns Rogers reached a position above and behind the rear of the formation and then dived on the centre machine of the rear trio. Keeping in the blind spot right behind the Gotha’s tail he saw the gunner’s fire going over his head from the upper gun position and below from the floor opening. He fired three quarters of a drum from his Lewis gun from only twenty yards. The Gotha banked to the left and began a steep dive with Rogers following. Black smoke began to appear, then large flames and, as it crossed the front line at 4,000 feet, Rogers dived on it again. He had just got to within 100 yards when two of the occupants jumped out, unable to bear the heat, and then a moment later the Gotha exploded and the smoking wreckage fell into No Man’s Land north of Frelinghem. The three Nieuports attempted to pursue the remaining Gothas but were too low and too far away to catch them.

[image: e9781783409969_i0115.jpg]

Captain Wendell Rogers outside the 1 Squadron offices at Bailleul with one of the fabric crosses from Rudolph Kleine’s Gotha.



A week later a Colonel commanding an Australian battalion dropped in on 1 Squadron hoping to see the Commanding Officer, Major Adams, also an Australian. Adams was away on leave and Rogers, as senior Flight Commander, was temporarily commanding the squadron. He invited the Colonel to dinner and during the meal it transpired that some of his men had crawled out into No Man’s Land to collect souvenirs. Two wing tips were intact and the large fabric crosses were retrieved. On discovering that Rogers had been the victorious pilot he promised him one of them. The following day Rogers went to the Colonel’s billets and was given both the crosses. One was subsequently lost but Rogers took the other home with him to Canada, where it still exists.

When the Gothas landed back at their base, to everyone’s dismay it was discovered the missing machine was that of the Kommandeur. Killed with Kleine were von der Nahmer and Bülowius, popular officers better known as ‘Rabatz’ and ‘Matz’. Von der Nahmer is buried in grave 5/1611. The England Squadron never really recovered from this loss.


Leutnant Otto Hartmann (2/2157)

Most of the German officer casualties were transported home for burial, unlike the enlisted men, so it is unusual to have two such senior officers buried here.

Otto Hartmann was born on 7 February 1889, and joined the army as a cadet in 1908. After being wounded twice he joined the air service and served as an observer. After pilot training he was posted to Jasta 18 but then took command of Jasta 28 on 6 June 1917, following the death of Karl Emil Schäfer (see the Ferme Olivier Cemetery section earlier in the chapter). Over the next three months he set an example as the CO and claimed several British machines. On 3 September 1917, he was shot down and killed, having been hit twice in the head. He was buried initially in Steinbach cemetery, before his transfer to Vladslo. He had been awarded the Iron Cross First and Second Class and as a native Württemburger was awarded their Military Verdienst Order.

The officers of Jasta 28 at Wasquehal in the summer of 1917. Standing in the middle in a lighter jacket and with his arms behind his back is Otto Hartmann. He was the Staffelführer or Commanding Officer until shot down and killed on 3 September 1917, probably by a crew from 48 Squadron RFC.
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The next point of interest is some distance away and detailed instructions to it would be excessively complex. However, enclosed is a simple guide to what is probably the best route to reach it. Retrace your steps to the N35 and then drive east along it through Lichtervelde and get on to the E17/A14 at junction 7. Continue south and leave at junction 5. Follow the N382 south towards Rouse and immediately turn left to follow the blue signs to the American cemetery.



Wareghem American Cemetery

The style of United States cemeteries is also different from the other nations on the Western Front. As stated earlier in the guide, the US Government applied a policy of repatriation, with approximately 60% of families taking up this option. In addition they elected to concentrate their burials rather than have many smaller ones like our own War Graves Commission. Consequently there are only seven US First World War cemeteries in France and Belgium and one, Brookwood in Surrey, in the UK. The American Battle Monuments Commission (ABMC) is only responsible for cemeteries on foreign soil and certain memorials in the US and is not responsible for cemeteries in the US, its territories and possessions. Unlike the other war graves organisations the ABMC cemeteries are only open during certain hours.

The cemetery, the only First War US one in the Flanders area and the smallest in Europe, covers six acres and contains 368 graves, with an attractive chapel in its centre. The graves are in four symmetrical blocks marked by white marble crosses. The visitor should note that the lettering makes the names very difficult to photograph. It contains the graves of US servicemen who fought with the Allied armies in this area, most of the American effort being much further east, near Verdun. The US 91st and 37th Divisions fought with the French and their 27th and 30th Divisions with the British armies. Two USAS squadrons, the 17th and 148th Aeros, were attached to the RAF, based in the Dunkirk area, and the initial 17th Aero casualties are either buried or commemorated here.

The grave to be visited (15-A-3) is Lieutenant George Preston Glenn who is in plot A. This is the first one on the left as you come through the entrance.

The US 17th Aero Squadron

The United States entered the war on 6 April 1917, and their armed forces were woefully unprepared, particularly their air service. The air arm was only the Aviation Section of the Signal Corps and was no larger than the RFC had been in August 1914.

The 17th Aero Squadron was formed at Kelly Field, Texas on 13 May 1917, but officially came into existence in August of that year. After many trials and tribulations, including several commanding officers and personnel being poached for other units, they were transferred to Canada to train with the RFC. They left New York for Liverpool on 9 January 1918. The RFC had concluded a deal whereby they agreed to train ten US squadrons in exchange for training bases in Texas during the harsh Canadian winter.

The 17th Aero was the first American flying unit to arrive in Europe as a complete squadron with all their pilots. Almost immediately the pilots were lost when they were transferred away for more training to bring them up to the necessary standard. In the Spring of 1918 the ground staff went to France and a flight was attached to each of Nos.24, 56, 60 and 84 Squadrons RAF to gain experience. They were soon caught up in the German offensive of 1918.

Due to the efforts of Major Harold Fowler, the US liaison officer with the British forces, the 17th Aero came together again on 20 June at Petit Synthe, near Dunkirk. On July 1 a second US Camel squadron, the 148th Aero, formed at Capelle, also near Dunkirk and both became part of 65 Wing RAF. Both units were to remain with the British forces until very late in the war, when they eventually transferred to US control, but were too late to see further active service. They were regarded with curiosity by their fellow countrymen, having acquired British terminology and slang and were clothed in a mixture of British and US uniforms.

The squadron at long last acquired a permanent Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Samuel B Eckert, who had been flying SE5as with 84 Squadron RAF since April, but on being warned he was due to command a Sopwith Camel unit had managed to get transferred to 80 Squadron RAF to learn to fly the tricky beast. He flew up to Petit Synthe in his Camel in bad weather to take command. At the same time twenty-one pilots arrived, eleven of whom came from RAF squadrons, with ten more directly from the Pilots’ Pool after training. The British also supplied all the equipment, consisting of not only aeroplanes but all the transport and ancillary stores. Eckert remained a First Lieutenant in command of a squadron until he was belatedly promoted to Captain some time later, whereas his RAF counterpart would automatically have become a Major.

Training in formation flying and learning the area over which they were to operate soon commenced and, though not allowed to cross the lines, the first unofficial patrol was carried out on 7 July 1918.


The first casualty - G P Glenn (15-A-3)

On 20 July 17th Aero carried out its first bomber escort when thirteen Camels escorted the DH9s of No.211 Squadron RAF to bomb Bruges. The Americans were not keen on this task as they felt that the DHs were faster and could go higher. However the operation went well and after having seen the DHs safely back they went off patrolling on their own. At about 1000 hours they came upon a formation of five Fokkers near Ostend at about 18,000 feet with the enemy a thousand or so feet higher. They climbed slowly and one of the enemy left his formation and dived on the Americans. It fired a burst at short range at George Preston Glenn of A Flight, who was seen by a number of the patrol 5,000 feet below flattening out before disappearing into the cloud. A general melée followed with Rodney Williams firing a short burst directly into the cockpit of one Fokker, which rolled over and went down out of control. The fight broke up and the Camels returned to Petit Synthe to excitedly celebrate their first confirmed victory. By nightfall Glenn still had not returned and it was assumed that he must be a PoW. However, his body was discovered after the end of the war where the Germans had buried him and was transferred to Wareghem.

The combat report filed by Lieutenant R D Williams of 17th Aero USAS for the action on 20 July 1918 during which Lieutenant G P Glenn went missing.


[image: e9781783409969_i0117.jpg]


The Casualty Report forwarded by Samuel B Eckert, commanding 17th Aero, concerning their first loss.
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On the morning of 4 August, 17th Aero suffered its second casualty. Nine Camels set off from Petit Synthe on an Offensive Patrol but one machine returned early with engine trouble. After an hour they spotted a formation of four enemy machines comprising of two biplanes and two triplanes. Two of the enemy machines were sent down and crashed but on return Murray Kenneth Spidle was missing. Again, hope was held out that he was a PoW but unlike Glenn, his body was never found. He was the 17th Aero’s only casualty without a known grave and is commemorated in the chapel. Nobody saw him go and his disappearance remains a mystery.

(For further reading see The Camel Drivers, by Reed and Roland, Schiffer Publishing Ltd 1996). (See Cambrai, page 95)


The Oxford Detachments

About a thousand Americans flew in the British air services during the First World War and joined in a variety of ways. Some had arrived before the US entered the war and were obliged to pass themselves off as Canadian to avoid losing their citizenship. After America’s declaration of war, the situation became more open and volunteers flooded in.

In August and September 1917 two groups, totalling 204 cadets, who were graduates of the Schools of Military Aeronautics at Princeton and the Universities of Illinois, Texas and California, arrived in England. They were originally destined for Italy but were sent to Oxford for more ground training, much to their disgust. They had done it all before, apart from instruction on the rotary engine and the Vickers machine gun. They were billeted in Christ College. Of these two groups forty-nine were to be killed or die of their injuries, at least thirty one were to be injured or wounded and fifteen became prisoners of war.


John McGavock Grider

Before leaving the US three of the second group, John McGavock Grider, Laurence K Callaghan and Elliott White Springs, became firm friends and were known as ‘The Three Musketeers’. Springs went to Stamford for his flying training, and Grider and Callaghan to Thetford for theirs, but all three were re-united at London Colney in January 1918 for advanced flying training. Their instructor was Captain Spencer Horn, who was to be instrumental in getting them posted to 85 Squadron, which was forming under the famous Canadian VC Billy Bishop for service in France. While in London the three Americans led a wild life under the leadership of the larger than life Springs, with parties and visits to the theatre and other social functions. When 85 Squadron left for France there was quite a send off with all their British friends and a crowd of American officers to wish them well. 85 was initially based at Petit Synthe near Dunkirk but after a short introductory period they were transferred to St Omer for operations in the Ypres area. The ‘Three Musketeers’ were lucky enough to be members of S B Horn’s flight.

The Casualty Report for John McGavock Grider, missing on 18 June 1918, signed by the CO Billy Bishop VC.
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Perhaps the most famous account of the first air war is Warbirds: The Diary of an Unknown Aviator by Elliott Springs. First published as a serial in Liberty magazine in the US in 1926 it purported to be based on Grider’s diary, though in fact this document only covered a very short period up to 1 October 1917. Springs had considerably expanded this using his own diary, his letters home and friends’ experiences. It was published in book form later that year and the following year saw publication in Britain by John Hamilton.

John McGavock Grider was born in Grider, Arkansas on 28 May 1892; the family had resided in the US for several generations. He married at the age of seventeen and farmed part of the family plantation but the marriage was not destined to last and by the time he joined up he was estranged from his wife. He bought his wife and two young sons a house in Memphis, Tennessee and enlisted. He attended a course at the School of Military Aeronautics at the University of Illinois where he shared a room with Laurence Callaghan. Due to the shortage of pilots their course was cut short and the top men from the eight schools were transported to England for flying training. While billeted at Christ Church Grider was impressed by the atmosphere of the Oxford college with its aura steeped in history and found the country beautiful with its hedges, thatched cottages and inns.

At 0915 hours on 18 June Grider left on an Offensive Patrol and was last seen in combat with some enemy machines near Menin. The day after Grider’s disappearance the Germans dropped a message over the British lines stating he had been buried at Houplines but gave no details of his demise. According to the American Battlefield Monuments staff the identity of his body was lost when his remains were being transferred by the Red Cross and though it has been assumed for many years that he was buried at Wareghem he is only commemorated in the chapel here.

In the Second World both of Grider’s sons served in the US Navy and retired as Captains. Springs, apart from writing some more books, took over the family business on his father’s death and turned Springs Industries, in South Carolina, into a large corporation. He died at the early age of sixty-three, in 1959.

The third of the ‘Three Musketeers’, Callaghan, liked the RAF and resisted his transfer to the USAS, but in the end transferred to 148th Aero. Here he rejoined Springs and remained until the Armistice, having been awarded a British DFC. During the Second World War he served as Chief Intelligence Officer with the 8th Fighter Command in England with the rank of Lieutenant Colonel and died in Chicago on 17 September 1977.

 


Return to junction 5 on the motorway and proceed south to junction 2 then proceed north on the R8. Exit the R8 at junction 11, signposted to Wevelgem. At the top of the slip road turn right at the T-junction for Kortrijk. At the first traffic lights turn right for Marke. Continue straight ahead and just after crossing the metal bridge Marckebeeke aerodrome is on your left.



Marckebeeke Aerodrome

Marckebeeke today is an oasis amid the expanding industrialisation of this part of Belgium and is trapped between the very large railway yards of the town of Courtrai to the south and the River Lys (or Leie) to the north. The aerodrome consisted of two fields: one north of the railway track called Marckebeeke and the other to the south of the line at Marcke. The most distinguishing feature of the area is the Castle de Bethune, an elegant building sitting in attractive parkland.
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Marckebeekeand MarckeAerodromes
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Picture No. 15. Marckebeeke aerodrome looking west from Courtrai.



The Bethune family made their money from the linen trade in Flanders but today they are engaged in politics and the present Baron de Bethune is the Mayor of the town of Courtrai (or Kortrijk).

Jagdgeschwader 1 (the Flying Circus)

On 23 June 1917, the first Jagdgeschwader was formed by amalgamating Jastas 4, 6, 10 and 11 under the leadership of Jasta 11’s leader Manfred von Richthofen and a new aerodrome was chosen for the whole organisation at Marckebeeke. The first unit to arrive was Jasta 11 and the castle and other buildings were taken over for use of the Staffel. They had moved from Harlebeke and were shortly joined by Jasta 4 who moved from Ceurne, both aerodromes being situated on the northeastern side of Courtrai. Jasta 10 remained temporarily at Heule but arrived on 2 July and Jasta 6 were just across the river at Bisseghem.
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Picture No. 16. The officers of Jasta 18 on the steps of Castle de Bethune at Marckebeeke. Seated extreme left is Leutnant Paul Strähle and third from the left seated is the Commanding Officer Rittmeister Grieffenhagen. Jasta 18 had moved here from Halluin in June 1917. (see also the Halluin section in this chapter)



Picture No.17. The steps of the Castle today with M Filip Peperstraete and my fellow Concorde trainee Richard Owen. He is holding the rudder frame of a Nieuport scout, which is part of the private Castle museum.
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The German attitude to the selection of flying fields was similar to that of the French in that they would find a château with a suitable large flat area adjacent to it and the family would then be forced to move into one part of the house whilst the rest would be taken over. The castle dates from 1802 and there have been six generations of the family and though the Bethunes were forced to move upstairs a certain amount of the upstairs accommodation was requisitioned as well. During the Second World War the family was forced out altogether and at one stage thirty or so bombs landed in the park during an Allied air raid, probably aimed against the large railway yards nearby.

From the accompanying aerodrome plan the distribution of the various units and location of buildings can be seen.

Von Richthofen, as befitted his position as the leader of the new formation, scored their first victory when on the morning of 2 July 1917, he shot down an RE8 of 53 Squadron, which had taken off from 53’s aerodrome at the Town Ground, Bailleul. (See Chapter One).

The British air offensive in the build up to the start of the Third Battle of Ypres was causing considerable damage to the German army. Apart from artillery ranging and ground strafing, British bombers were hitting the back areas, and on 11 July 100 Squadron’s FE2s had bombed the old Jasta aerodromes unaware that they were all now concentrated at Marckebeeke. Von Richthofen now introduced new tactics. Solo patrols were a thing of the past with large formations acting upon information from the front being the order of the day.


Von Richthofen wounded

JG1 had barely begun its operational life when on 6 July 1917, disaster struck. While leading a flight of his old unit, Jasta 11, von Richthofen attacked a formation of FE2s of 20 Squadron and in the fight that followed he was wounded in the head (see the Captain D C Cunnell entry for Bailleul Cemetery, Chapter One). He was admitted to hospital in nearby Courtrai where the wound on the left side of his head, a few centimetres long and exposing the bone, was attended to. In his absence the leader of Jasta 4, Oberleutnant von Döring, took over. Von Richthofen was out of action until 25 July, though he was unable to fly in action until 16 August. He returned early as he was unhappy with the way his unit was being employed and as a result had suffered a number of casualties in his absence. Though he returned to flying the first few flights tired him enormously and he had to lie down to recover.

[image: e9781783409969_i0124.jpg]

Picture No.18. Marckebeeke viewed from the south showing Jasta 10’s aerodrome, from which Werner Voss took off for his last flight.



Picture No. 19. Manfred von Richthofen with General Ludendorff during an inspection of Jasta 11 at their Marckebeeke aerodrome. In the background is von Richthofen’s Albatros DV and in the far background the hangars of Jasta 4.
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Werner Voss and his Fokker Triplane.




Werner Voss, Jasta 10

Von Richthofen was unhappy that Jasta 10 was not as successful as the other Jastas in his new command and on 30 July Leutnant Werner Voss arrived to take command. Von Richthofen had known Voss when in Jasta Boelcke (Jasta 2 was named after its first commander Oswald Boelcke, Germany’s first great air ace and tactician, after he was killed in action 28 October 1916).

Voss was born on 13 April 1897, in Krefeld and was the youngest of three sons. In the early part of the war he had served in the cavalry on the Eastern Front. In August 1915 he transferred to the air service and learned to fly. He served in Kampfstaffel 20 on bombing and reconnaissance during the Battle of Verdun and after commissioning in September 1916 was posted to Jasta 2. By March of the following year he was the unit’s most successful pilot, having claimed twenty-two enemy machines and shortly after was awarded the coveted Blue Max. Voss was a mercurial character and did not really fit the image of the German officer class. He was of a mechanical bent and was quite happy attending to his machine dressed in scruffy clothes. He was unsuited to command and passed in quick succession through Jastas 5, 29 and 14 before arriving at Jasta 10, at the request of von Richthofen. Much of the administration of the unit and duties of the commanding officer fell to Oberleutnant Hans Weigand.

The mainstay of the German fighter units during 1917 and most of 1918. On the left is the Fokker Triplane and on the right the Albatros scout.
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Jasta 10 operated the Pfalz DIII scout, which Voss disliked and he therefore acquired an Albatros scout for his own use. On 28 August JG 1 were the recipients of the first Fokker Triplanes and von Richthofen allowed Voss to fly one of the two that arrived. He was an exceptional pilot and the manoeuvrability of the Triplane was ideally suited to him. By 23 September Voss had brought down a total of forty-eight Allied aircraft but the strain was beginning to tell and he appeared to be on edge and living on his nerves.


Voss’ last fight

During the day Voss had had lunch with his two brothers at the aerodrome but that evening, 23 September 1917, he took off for his last patrol and for what was later considered one of the epic air battles of the war. Voss left Marcke, with his two wingmen, followed by a second formation led by Oberleutnant Weigand flying an Albatros and his two wingmen mounted in Pfalz DIII’s. There was considerable British air activity with the Ypres offensive still grinding away below in the mud of Passchendaele.

At about 1825 hours Voss dived on the rearmost SE5as of a two-flight patrol of 60 Squadron and shot them both about. Before the other part of the patrol could join in another flight of SE5as joined the fray. Unfortunately for Voss this formation was B Flight of 56 Squadron, led by Captain J T B McCudden, who later wrote:


We were just on the point of engaging six Albatros Scouts away to our right, when we saw ahead of us, just above Poelcapelle, an S.E. half spinning down closely pursued by a silvery blue German triplane at very close range. The S.E. certainly looked very unhappy, so we changed our minds about attacking the six V-strutters, and went to the rescue of the unfortunate S.E.
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The Hun triplane was practically underneath our formation now, and so down we dived at colossal speed. I went to the right, Rhys-Davids to the left, and we got behind the triplane together. The German pilot saw us and turned in a most disconcertingly quick manner, not a climbing nor Immelmann turn, but a sort of flat half spin. By now the German triplane was in the middle of our formation, and its handling was wonderful to behold. The pilot seemed to be firing at all of us simultaneously, and although I got behind him for a second time, I could hardly stay there for a second. His movements were so quick and uncertain that none of us could hold him in sight at all for any decisive time.

I now got a good opportunity as he was coming towards me nose on, and slightly underneath, and had apparently not seen me. I dropped my nose, got him well in my sight and pressed both triggers. As soon as I fired up came his nose at me, and I heard clack-clack-clack-clack, as his bullets passed close to me and through my wings. I particularly noticed his red-yellow flashes from his parallel Spandau guns. As he flashed by me I caught a glimpse of a black head in the triplane with no hat on at all.

The triplane was still circling round in the midst of six S.E.’s who were all firing at it as opportunity offered, and at one time I noted the triplane in the apex of a cone of tracer bullets from at least five machines simultaneously, and each machine had two guns. By now the fighting was very low, and the red-nosed Albatros had gone down and out, but the triplane still remained. I had temporarily lost sight of the triplane whilst changing a drum of my Lewis gun, and when I next saw him he was very low, still being engaged by an S.E. marked 1, the pilot being Rhys-Davids. I noticed that the triplane’s movements were very erratic, and then I saw him go into a fairly steep dive and so I continued to watch, and then saw the triplane hit the ground and disappear into a thousand fragments, for it seemed to me that it literally went to powder.

An SE5a of 56 Squadron showing their markings of white sloping bars. This was the machine flown by Duncan Grinnell-Milne, who figures in the Merville section in Chapter One.
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It was quite late, so we flew home to the aerodrome, and as long as I live I shall never forget my admiration for that German pilot, who single-handed fought seven of us for ten minutes, and also put some bullet holes through all of our machines. His flying was wonderful, his courage magnificent, and in my opinion he is the bravest German airman whom it has been my privilege to see fight. (Flying Fury, by J T B McCudden.)


Later that night over dinner there was much speculation as to who the German pilot may have been. Several of the SE5as were shot about and one had to be written off. Later that night 9 Wing HQ confirmed that it had indeed been Voss and he had crashed at Plum Farm and been buried on the spot by British troops. Rhys-Davids was congratulated but his reaction was, Oh, only if I could have brought him down alive. By the time the RFC technical officers were able to reach the crash site the remains of the Triplane had been lying in the open for some time and there was little remaining anyway.

Until now it has always been assumed that Voss’ grave was lost in later fighting but German War Graves records show that he is buried in the Kameradengräb at Langemark and his name is commemorated on panel number 63 (see the Langemark entry earlier in this chapter and for further reading see Werner Voss, by Dennis Hylands, Albatros Publications Ltd 1986).

Rhys-Davids also went missing on 27 October 1917, having earned a DSO, MC and Bar and has no known grave but is commemorated on the Arras Memorial. Weigand only survived another two days and was shot down in flames, probably by 56 Squadron.

 


Return over the bridge to the traffic lights and turn left on to the N8. Continue ahead, past the Bisseghem aerodrome on the right hand side, through Wevelgem. Look for a church on the right, with a large tower capped with a copper dome. A short distance beyond this turn right at the German War Graves Commission sign, and follow to the cemetery.



Menin German Cemetery

This cemetery is the largest German military cemetery in Western Europe with just under 48,000 graves, all of them First War, and again, like Vladslo, contains a large number of aviators. It is arranged in blocks running from the front left to right, starting with A, until M in the top right hand corner and then N, P and O on the left side. Proceed to the far top left corner of the cemetery where in grave I/3466 is buried Flieger Willi Moench of Jasta 4.

Willi Moench, Jasta 4 (I/3466)

On 6 October 1917, one of Jasta 4’s Albatros scouts returned to its aerodrome at Marckebeeke from patrol having had problems with its right hand gun. The aeroplane was taken to the target range for its gun to be adjusted. Just in front of the target was a ditch where the range target man could hide with safety while the guns were being fired. The tail of the Albatros was raised and put on a trestle and the engine run while adjustments were made. When satisfied that everything was corrected Unteroffizier Wilke in the cockpit fired the gun at the target. He paused for a short while in order to carry out another adjustment but in the meanwhile Moench, thinking the test was finished, climbed out of his trench. Just as he climbed out Wilke fired again and poor Moench was hit in the chest and killed outright. Wilke was exonerated but, nevertheless, took it very badly. Moench was buried in nearby Bisseghem but later transferred to Menin.


British tactical bombing support (I/3401, I/3461, I/3602)

With the Third Battle of Ypres grinding on, the RFC’s contribution to the war, was a campaign of comprehensive bombing and strafing. British intelligence was very aware that Jagdgeschwader 1 had been formed and it became a target, like many other objectives on the German side of the lines. Each night the FE2s of the night bombing squadrons were ranging far and wide attacking dumps, railways, troop concentrations and other strategic targets. Nos.100 and 102 Squadrons hit JG1’s aerodromes on a number of occasions, especially causing damage on the night of 10 August 1917.

On 20 September, in spite of low cloud, strong wind and rain, virtually every RFC and RNAS squadron was involved in ground strafing. 27 Squadron, flying Martinsyde scouts, attacked the aerodromes at Heule, Bisseghem and Marcke. Lieutenant R H Ayre, from St Johns, Newfoundland, crossed the lines above the clouds and when he descended found himself over the town of Menin. Following the road and canal to Marcke he saw several machines lined up on the aerodrome. He dropped two 112 lbs bombs from about 1,000 feet and after they had exploded saw the tailplane of one had been blown off and the fuselage twisted. Unbeknown to Ayre he had caused considerably more damage than he thought. Three machines of Jasta 4 were completely destroyed with another five badly damaged, and at Jasta 11 several buildings were damaged by splinters. Four men from Jasta 4 died, with another killed and four wounded from the unit providing air defence for the aerodrome. Unteroffizier Harry Junge, Gefreiter Kurt Weber, Flieger August Schulze and Flieger Karl Schwebke from Jasta 4 were killed and apart from Kurt Weber all were later moved to the German cemetery at Menin and are in graves I/3401, I/3461 and I/3402 respectively.

Martinsyde Elephant A1567 of 27 Squadron. Delivered to the unit in September 1916 it was wrecked at the beginning of February 1917. The squadron was the only one to be fully equipped with the type.
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Wilhelm Schreiber - A two-seater observer (M/953)

The vast majority of the flyers who received the Orden Pour le Mérite were fighter pilots, with the next highest number being awarded to observers of two-seater machines. This was so because, unlike the British air services, in the German air service the observer was the commander of the aeroplane and the pilot could often be of lowly rank.

Wilhelm Paul Schreiber was born on 21 December 1893 in Bramsche near Osnabrück and before the war had studied law. On the outbreak of war he joined the artillery and was awarded the Iron Cross, Second Class. In November 1916 he transferred to the air service and after observer training was posted to Flieger Abteilung (A) 221 on the Somme front, who were employed on low reconnaissance and infantry co-operation flights. Schreiber teamed up with Unteroffizier Ernst Schaefer and on their first flight were shot about by British fighters and forced to land. In May 1917 their squadron moved to Bisseghem, which it was to share with Jasta 6, in anticipation of the forthcoming British offensive. On the night of 4 June they bombed the British aerodromes at Bailleul. After a period near Cambrai, they returned to Flanders in April 1918 and were based first at Moorsele aerodrome, then Abeele.

Leutnant Wilhelm Schreiber (left) and his pilot Feldwebel Ernst Schäfer. Killed on 30 May 1918.
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During this time the pair had flown a large number of missions, most of them at low level, and had been shot about and forced to land a number of times. Their luck finally ran out on 30 May 1918, when they were shot down by ground fire, the pilot being hit, losing control and crashing near the British front line. That night a German patrol recovered Schreiber’s body but that of his pilot was trapped under the wreckage. Another attempt the next night failed to retrieve Schäfer’s body and it was lost in the subsequent fighting. Unusually, Schäfer was posthumously awarded the Prussian Golden Military Merit Cross the highest award Prussia could award to an enlisted man. Only 69 of these were awarded to the German flying services during the First World War. Schreiber was buried initally in Iseghem cemetery.

A small number of fliers were nominated for the Orden Pour Le Mérite but never received it due to the German collapse and the exiling of the Kaiser. The order could not be awarded posthumously. Schreiber is unique in that although he had been nominated for it, with the relevant paperwork approved and signed, because he had been killed before he could receive it in person it was never awarded.

 


Return to the N8 and turn right. At the traffic lights turn left on to the N32 (by a windmill) Continue over the bridge and at the next traffic lights turn left (by a water tower). On the left is a terrace of houses and at the last one turn left into Roterij Straat (opposite a blue cycle track sign). This farm, Basse Sence, was the site of Halluin aerodrome.



The Halluin Aerodromes

The Halluin aerodromes consist of fields adjoining two farms. To the south we have Halluin Ost or East, also known as Reckem (Rekkem), which was adjacent to Rouge Porte Ferme (Red Door Farm), and to the north is Basse Sence Farm, which was Halluin aerodrome. The road that runs between them is the border between France and Belgium and, though there is little more than a quarter of a mile between the farms, such is the antagonism between the two cultures, Flemish and French, that neither can or will speak the other’s language. When I visited Basse Sence Farm the farmer and his son spoke only Flemish and had not a word of English or French. On the other side of the road at Red Door Farm the owner could only speak French.
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The Halluin Aerodromes
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Picture No.20. Halluin and Reckem (Rekkem) aerodromes looking to the south.



The aerodromes were home to Jastas 26, 27, 33, 36, 40 and 57 at various times but it is difficult now to ascertain for certain which Jastas were at each field.

Halluin aerodrome

Halluin aerodrome, just south-east of Menin, occupied the flat alluvial land to the south of the river Lys. During the German occupation there was a large bend in the river and an ox-bow lake with an area, known as ‘the Rump’, on Allied trench maps. Since then the river has been straightened and canalised and the material removed was used to fill in the ox-bow lake and make a large spoil pile adjacent to Basse Sence Farm. From the top there is good view of the surrounding area. The farm buildings are largely unchanged, though the German flier’s readiness hut has gone and the terrace of houses is post-war.

Perhaps the most well documented unit to occupy the aerodrome was Jasta 18. They were formed here on 30 October 1916, under the command of Oberleutnant Karl von Grieffenhagen, who had come from Jasta 1. Their first victory was achieved on 23 January 1917, by Leutnant Walter von Bülow-Bothkamp. Their second, on the same day, also by von Bülow was Second Lieutenant S F Cody of 41 Squadron (see the Perth (China Wall) Cemetery section). Von Bülow later commanded Jasta 36 at Halluin and was awarded the Blue Max. Jasta 18 are well documented, primarily due to the diary and photographs of Leutnant Paul Strähle, who served in the unit from October 1916 until December 1917. While in Jasta 18 he brought down three Nieuport scouts of No. 1 Squadron RFC and retained the rudder from one, that of Lieutenant J R Anthony, killed on 25 May 1917. Strähle later commanded Jasta 57. (for further reading see Paul Strähle - Jasta 57 Cross and Cockade Autumn 1971 and Cross and Cockade Great Britain Volume 11 No. 4).
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Picture No.21. The river Lys (Leiei) looking east in the summer of 1999.



Picture No.22. The same view in 1918 with an Albatros DIII of Jasta 57. Notice the large bend in the river, which has now been cut off.
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The pilots of Jasta 18 at the pilot’s take off hut at Halluin aerodrome. From left to right: Leutnant Weiss, Leutnant Weissner, Leutnant Nolte and Leutnant Paul Strähle.



One of the British units that occupied Halluin aerodrome after the Allied advance of 1918 was 41 Squadron. Here at the ex-German pilot’s take off hut are left to right: E J Stephens, W E Shields and F O Soden. All were aces and between the three of them claimed some 60 German aircraft.
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Picture No.23. A view towards the hangars at Halluin aerodrome. The centre figure is Rittmeister Grieffenhagen, Commanding Officer of Jasta 18



Nieuport scout A6678 flown by Lietenant J R Anthony of 1 Squadron short down by Leutenant Paul Strähle of Jasta on 25 May 1917.
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Return to the traffic lights with the water tower and turn left. After a short distance take the first left turn, signposted Zone Industrielle. A left turn down Allee des Frères Bondues will take you to Red Door Farm. Continue ahead to the crest of the hill and there will be a view of Reckem (Rekkem) aerodrome on the left.



Halluin East or Reckem (Rekkem) Aerodrome

From the crest of the hill can be seen Red Door Farm to the left and to the right the cottages that were at the other end of the field. Jasta 57 was formed on 6 January 1918, and were based here from April to June 1918. Their first commanding officer was Leutnant Paul Strähle, who had served in Jasta 18 at the other Halluin aerodrome. Another unit definitely based here was Jasta 26, commanded by Bruno Loerzer - a great friend of Hermann Göring.

Picture No. 24 The Albatros scouts of Jasta 57 on Reckem aerodrome. The farm cottages remain, albeit slightly changed, and enable the visitor to imagine where these tented hangars were.
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Retrace your steps to the junction with the windmill, and continue north on the N32 to join the A19 at junction 2. Continue west on the A19, and leave at Junction 4 - Zonnebeke. Turn left at the T-junction sign-posted N37 to Ieper. Continue to the first roundabout (at Hellfire Corner) and continue straight across, to Zillebeke. (there is a Perth CWGC sign on roundabout). Perth (China Wall) Cemetery is on the left hand side of the road.


Perth (China Wall) Cemetery

So many of the cemeteries tended by the War Graves Commission have unusual or evocative names and this one (5/48) is one of my favourites. It was begun by French troops in 1914, then adopted by 2/Scottish Rifles in June 1917 and called Perth China Wall for reasons unknown, though there was a nearby communication trench named the Great Wall of China or Halfway House. The fliers are mostly buried at the very back of the cemetery in plot XVI.

Captain J M E Shepherd (XVI A6)

Shepherd had learned to fly at 5 Reserve Squadron and 18 Reserve Squadron in early 1916 and had been posted to 16 Squadron in May 1916 flying the BE2. He had then gone to 1 Squadron in early December on promotion to Flight Commander in charge of A Flight. 1 Squadron had only carried out its first patrol as a single-seater squadron on 9 February 1917. Just before lunch on 15 February three patrols got airborne from Bailleul with one patrolling the northern end of the salient, another covering the southern area and the third consisting of only one machine Both formations consisted of only two machines each as the painful lesson of there being safety in numbers had yet to be learned. The southern patrol claimed a German fighter and the solo machine brought down von Keudell Commanding Officer of Jasta 27 (see the Ferme Olivier section earlier in the chapter). The two machines of the northern patrol attacked three enemy fighters three miles east of Ypres and Shepherd was last seen in a vertical dive in the vicinity of Gheluvelt. He was originally buried by the Germans in Cemetery of Honour III at Manaken Farm but was brought here after the war (see also Railway Dugouts Cemetery section in Chapter Three).

Captain J M E Shepherd, shown wearing his observer’s wing prior to pilot training.
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Samuel Franklin Cody (XVI C1)

Samuel Franklyn Cody, killed on 23 January 1917, is of interest for two reasons. Not only was he the first flying casualty in 41 Squadron but was also the son of the legendary aviation pioneer Samuel Franklin Cody.

Cody senior had been born in Birdville, Texas on 6 March 1861, and for some years earned his living as a cowhand and then, following an unsuccessful time in the Alaskan gold-rush, he returned to Texas. His skill as a horseman and crack shot ability with pistol and rifle enabled him to get a job in a Wild West show, where he toured the United States for the next two years. In 1889 he came to England and, modelling himself on Buffalo Bill, toured the music halls with his riding and shooting act. European tours followed, with his wife and two eldest sons participating. He was a tall, flamboyant, larger than life character, with long flowing hair and dressed in Stetson and long coat. He was a natural mechanic and through his interest in kites graduated to the development of powered machines. His work was encouraged by the Royal Aircraft Factory and in 1908 his British Army Aeroplane No. 1 is regarded as having made the first controlled, powered flight in Great Britain. He developed his machines, winning a number of valuable aviation prizes, until on 6 August 1913, he was killed when his aeroplane broke up due to structural failure. He was accorded a rare honour in that as a civilian, he was given a full military funeral.

41 Squadron personnel in front of two FE8 scouts. Seated on the left in the middle row is Flight Sergeant S F Cody (he was commissioned while in the squadron).
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Captain C J Dickinson in an FE8 of 41 Squadron.
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The 41 Squadron crest. Motto: Seek and Destroy.



Young Frank, born in February 1895, was considerably younger than his two brothers and the only one who became a pilot. After joining the RFC he carried out his pilot training at 6 Reserve Squadron and was posted to 41 Squadron on 2 September 1916. After further advanced training he went with the squadron to France on 15 October 1916. At 1424 hours on 23 January 1917, he took off from Abeele aerodrome and, in combat with four enemy machines near Passchendaele, was last seen in a dive at about 600 feet. He would seem to have fallen victim to Walter von Bülow of Jasta 18, based at Halluin. (For further reading on Cody see The Flying Cathedral, by Arthur Gould Lee, Methuen and Co 1965 and Cody and his Aeroplanes, by Phil Jarrett, Air Enthusiast No.82.)

 


Continue ahead into Zillebeke, and at the T-junction turn right for Palingbeke. Cross over the level crossing, and at the next T-junction turn left for Palingbeke. Look for Larch Wood CWGC sign pointing left down a lane to the cemetery.



Larch Wood Cemetery

This cemetery (5/49) has a particularly unusual layout and the first time I came here what appeared to me to be the cemetery was in fact only the long approach to it. The track down to the cemetery from the main road is extremely boggy during wet weather, so if you do not have a four-wheeled drive vehicle it may pay you to leave your car on the main road and walk to it. My wife’s car looked as if I had been rallying in it by the time I got back to the safety of the main road. Being right alongside a railway line the tranquility is periodically broken by a train roaring past. The fliers in this cemetery have largely been concentrated from other graveyards.

Proceed to plot IV where there are the graves of Major J I Harrison (IV F22), Captain C G Rushton (IV F21) and Lieutentant W J King (IV F22), near the Stone of Remembrance. They were the crew of a Handley Page bomber, which formed part of the origins of British strategic bombing and were the forerunners of the mighty Bomber Command of the Second World War.

During May 1918, 214 Squadron, based at Coudekerque, had concentrated their activities on docks, mainly Bruges, but with Ostend and Zeebrugge as alternative targets. On the night of 15/16 May four HPs were sent to attack Bruges. Handley Page (No.3132) failed to return from the bombing attack, having fallen victim to anti-aircraft fire.

British strategic bombing

The Royal Navy in the late 19th century was firmly wedded to the idea of the big gun and the battleship and was to remain so until the importance of the aircraft carrier became an accepted fact. Despite this rather blinkered mentality there were naval officers who were amazingly innovative and forward thinking, and pioneered non-nautical devices like the armoured car and aeroplanes. The RNAS was also in many ways better equipped than the RFC, with better engines. In late 1914 Commander Murray Seuter, Director of the Air Department of the Admiralty, requested a meeting with Frederick Handley Page and the chief designer of the Handley Page company, George Volkert. Seuter wanted effective, large aeroplanes suitable for bombing and reconnaissance for the RNAS. It was during this meeting that Seuter, when explaining what he wanted, used the term ‘bloody paralyser’ which became synonymous with the designs that were eventually produced by Handley Page.

[image: e9781783409969_i0145.jpg]


The first design, designated the HP 0/100, was built at HP’s Cricklewood factory and first flew, albeit very briefly, at Hendon on 17 December 1915 in the hands of Lieutenant Commander John Babington (later Air Marshal Sir John Tremayne KCB, CB, CBE, DSO and the brother of Philip Babington, the CO of 46 Squadron at La Gorgue).

A 214 Squadron Handley Page in the snow. This view gives some idea of the size of the machine.
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By the standards of the day it was a huge machine with a wingspan of 100 feet (hence the designation 0/100), a height of some twenty feet and it weighed 8,000 lbs. A production order for twenty-eight machines was awarded in April 1916 and the first one in France, again flown by Babington, arrived in November 1916. Unluckily for the RNAS, one of the first to be despatched fell into German hands intact when the crew got lost in poor weather and inadvertently landed on the wrong side of the lines.

The RNAS had pioneered British strategic bombing and in July 1916 had commenced bombing German industrial targets in the Saar region, in co-operation with the French. No.3 Wing had been formed in May 1916 and, based at Ochey near Nancy, they were using a mixture of Sopwith One-and-a-Half-Strutters, Short Bombers and French Breguet bombers. In February 1917 two HP 0/100s were allocated to No.3 Wing and the first operation was on the night of 16/17 March 1917. A few raids were carried out until the pressing need for more fighter squadrons on the British line further north resulted in the disbanding of the unit.

No.5 Wing, in the Dunkirk area, consisting of 5 and 7 Squadrons RNAS, received their first Handley Page in March 1917 and No.7 Squadron RNAS began replacing their motley collection of aircraft for HPs. Daylight reconnaissance and bombing proved too costly and dangerous, so operations were transferred to the hours of darkness. In July 1917 a second HP unit, designated No.7A Squadron, was formed at Coudekerque near Dunkirk. Throughout the summer of 1917 the HPs of the two squadrons, in formations of up to eight or ten machines, ranged far and wide behind the enemy lines bombing airfields, railways, ammunition dumps and docks, dropping up to sixteen 112lb bombs each. However, with the onset of winter, operations were hampered and on many nights it was impossible to find the targets or even to fly at all. In December 1917 No.7A Squadron was re-designated 14 Squadron, and with the formation of the Royal Air Force on 1 April 1918, it became 214 Squadron RAF.

Losses of HPs due to enemy action were relatively small and by April 1918 7A/214 Squadron had only lost three machines in this way. Of course, however, through poor weather, lack of experience and with aerodromes unsuited for very large machines, a larger number had been damaged or written off in accidents.
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Another view of a 214 Squadron Handley Page. This shows the precarious ladder Bewsher had to climb, between whirring propellers, to get aboard.




Night Bombing of Bruges

The attitude of crews to attacking Bruges resembled that of Bomber Command crews during the Second World War towards Berlin, in that it was a ‘hot’ target. The anti-aircraft defences around the town were treated with respect. Paul Bewsher in his book Green Balls (see the bibliography) describes a night bombing raid:


A machine which has just left the aerodrome passes a few hundred feet overhead with a roar and a rush. Its dark shape blots out the stars, and I can see the long blue flames pouring back from the exhaust- pipes of the engines.

I pass on to the aerodrome. In the middle of the aerodrome shine the lights of the landing T of electric-light bulbs laid across the grass. Passing by two machines I come to my own. I walk round the wings to the front of the machine and, facing the two propellers, walk slowly and carefully between their two whirring discs until I come to the little step-ladder under the triangular door on the floor. I walk up it, and with a certain amount of difficulty work my unwieldy body and my various impedimenta through it, assisted by the two engineers who have been starting up the engines from the inside.

A series of flashes from a signalling lamp on the control platform. It is the next machine away signal. The pilot at once opens up the engines. We move slowly across the grass, bumping and swaying as we pass over the uneven ground. When we come to the end of the landing T, the starboard engine is put on, and we swing round to the left till the line of electric lights stretches ahead of us. The noise of the engine dies away. The pilot takes his goggles out of a wooden box, which he hands to me, and snaps them over his eyes. He straps himself in his seat with a safety-belt, and pulls on a pair of fur covered gloves.

‘You quite ready, old man?’ he asks.

‘Yes!’

‘We’ll start off now! I think it will be all right; don’t you?’

‘Yes!’

Soon we are off the ground. Below the wings streak the little lights of the cross bar of the landing T. I can see the illuminated blades of grass round the bulbs. We climb up and up, and clear with ease the roofs of the farm buildings. Over the tall trees lining each side of a wide canal we pass, and beneath us lie the coruscating scarlet and white lights of a railway junction. I can see the fiery red smoke of a locomotive moving down one line of tracks.


They climbed slowly to 5,000 feet in order to have enough height to cross the lines and to arrive at Bruges at about 9,000 feet. This avoided the unwelcome attention of Allied searchlights and flak, who insisted on firing at them, despite their firing a green light to show they were friendly. Bewsher goes on:


Another star shell rises below us throwing a brilliant radiance over a circle of flood and water-filled shell-holes and a twisted line of trench. In turn it sinks quivering to death. Two sharp red flashes leap up in the dim country beyond the German lines, and in a few seconds I see, on the ground beneath, the swift flash of the bursting shell, and another beside it. In one place is a faint red glow where perhaps some wretched soldier tries to keep warm by a fire in some inconceivable shelter in the mud. Glad I am to be an airman, well-clad, well-fed, and warm in my sheltered aeroplane, with the thought of the welcoming fire and white sheets and hot-water bottle which will greet me when I return, to buoy me onwards through the momentary discomforts of a few hours in the air!


As they flew towards their target they saw another friendly machine caught by searchlights over Ghistelles, which twisted and turned in the heavy anti-aircraft fire. With relief they watched its escape. The bomber crew’s greatest ally was silence, so that the searchlights could not latch on to their engine noise and illuminate them for the guns. To achieve silence they throttled the engines back and glided towards the target. This required considerable judgement as, if done too early, they would be too low over the target and be shot down and if left too late they would be heard and be unable to drop their bombs due to the heavy shelling. Bewsher crawled through a small door linking the pilot’s cockpit to the front cockpit where the bomb-sight was mounted.

Then suddenly, like a mighty spear, a powerful searchlight leaps up to my left, and its wide blue-white beam, with its sense of thrust, as though the light was pouring upward, lies a few hundred yards in front of us. My heart jumps inside me. My hands grow clammy. My mouth tightens with dread. A wave of hot fire followed by an icy chill sweeps over me. Another great spear is flung upwards on the right, and the two towering shafts of light cross in front of us like a gigantic pair of scissors of gleaming steel. I watch and wonder and hope. The white arms become undecided and move far away from us, wheel round in a great circle, and swiftly one becomes a dull red beam across the stars, and below a dull red eye which slowly fades away. What relief - what a sense of danger past is mine then! The other ray of light in answer fades to obscurity, and once more, to my joy we are moving in darkness, unsuspected and unsought-for.

Bruges lies below, scarce a mile and a half away. I dare not risk detection a second longer. Slowly, deliberately, I place both hands on my head and turn round, and in the moonlight I see the pilot’s gloved hand go forward to the aluminium throttle which he pulls right back. The noise of the engines dies swiftly, completely. The nose drops as we begin our long silent downward glide. No longer does the roar of the engines beat upon my ears, but I can hear that most wonderful of all sounds to a night-bomber - the whistle of the wind through the wires and the planes, which tells me that we are no longer heard by those below.


Bewsher guided his pilot using hand signals and dropped his fourteen bombs with the rudimentary sight, pumped the release handle back and forth several times to make sure they had all gone, and then bellowed at his pilot to turn rapidly downwind for home and safety.

I stand and look down at the dim pattern of the docks. This is the most exciting part of the raid. The fourteen bombs are whirling at a terrifying speed towards the docks, and the valuable material they contain. No one below expects the sudden disaster which inexorably draws nearer and nearer. Hours seem to pass. I wonder if the bombs have failed to explode; I wonder if they have dropped. Then a great flash leaps out of the earth and slowly fades, leaving by the dim strip of water a pale moonlight cloud of smoke. Another and yet another leap up in the basin itself.


They had stirred up a hornet’s nest and within seconds the searchlights were scouring the sky for the intruder and then the anti-aircraft fire started.

From three or four points in the neighbourhood of the docks long chains of vivid green balls, which cast an unearthly gleam upon the water in the basins, and light up with their fantastic glow a circle of vaguely-seen country. Right in front of us they pass, passing upwards in an orderly hurry and giving a greenish tinge to my hands, the pilots face, and to the planes on either side. They bend over slowly in the upper sky, and one by one fade away to red sparks dropping swiftly.

Four little red flashes break the darkness below, and then two more a mile away, then four others to the west, and yet four more... as anti aircraft battery after anti aircraft battery comes into action against the machine. Four or five seconds pass, then, a few hundred feet away, appears a swiftly-vanishing flame. Another appears to the left, and dotted at random here and there they leap out and vanish in quick succession, shell-burst after shell-burst. Round puffs of white moonlit smoke whirl by us as we go gliding onwards in silence, and untouched, through this turmoil of flame and radiance. Lastly, the swift-moving streaks of the fiery tracer bullets from the machine guns cut across the sky in a dozen directions.

Wherever we may we see this boiling volcano of shell and bullet and green ball. White, green, and red play the colours over our hands and faces .The chorus of the bursting explosive clamours around us, and above its sound we hear the splendid noise of the fourteen bombs, the sound of whose detonation has at length risen to us from the earth below.

Then I become suddenly conscious of a glare upon the machine. I look down to the left, and at once I see a great dazzling eye of light, so brilliant and strong that it shimmers and wheels and boils as I gaze upon it. We have been caught by a searchlight, and held. In a swift moment I see the long arms in the sky about us move with a common impulse towards the machine until wherever I look I see eyes, eyes, eyes, in a vast circle.
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The remains of Handley Page No. 3132 lost on the night of 15/16 May 1918. In the foreground can be seen several Lewis gun ammunition drums. In the middle, under a tarpaulin there is the body of one of the unfortunate crewmembers.



‘Oh, Jimmy! They’ve got us! They’ve got us! ‘I cry out. ‘Shove on the engines, and push her down to ninety! Keep straight on - quick! quick!’

Red flash the shells through the white haze of light in which we move. I grip the pilot’s arm in my fear and shout to him -

‘ Oh, Jimmy! Keep her going! Keep her going! Make it a hundred! We’ll soon be free!

‘But we’re only four thousand! We can’t go any lower!’ he answers.

‘Push on! Speed is what matters! Keep her to a hundred. Still we are held. Will it never end? For hours the shells seemed to have flashed and crashed round us. For hours the searchlights seem to have revealed us white in the black night. Then I become somehow conscious that the light on the machine is a little less. Looking behind me I see one or two beams moving erratically across the sky. At last then we are getting beyond the range of the defences. One by one the searchlights slide away from the machine and swing up and down, pale shafts now, above or to the side of it. The shell-fire dies away.


Eventually the welcoming lights of Coudekerque came in to view and much to their relief they were able to make a safe landing.

Bewsher and his crew escaped the terror and clutches of the anti-aircraft fire but on the night of 15/16 May there was no escape for Harrison, King and Rushton. Their destiny was Larch Wood Cemetery.

 


Return up the track to the main road and turn right. Continue to the T-junction on the N365 and turn right to return to Ypres.

Before reaching the N365 you will pass Railway Dugouts Cemetery on your left. On reaching the N365 a turn to the left will take you to Bedford House Cemetery. This is on the left hand side of the road. (Details of both these cemeteries are given in Chapter Two)



Conclusion

I would hope I have conveyed some of my enthusiasm for First World War flying to the reader and given a feeling of what the air war was about. For those readers who would like to further their interest in First War flying I would strongly suggest joining Cross and Cockade International - The First World War Aviation Historical Society. The address has changed to:


Membership Secretary 
Cross and Cockade International 
11 Francis Drive 
Westward Ho! 
EX39 1XE 
e-mail: cci@blueyonder.co.uk


Their website is http://www.crossandcockade.com

I can also recommend Over the Front, the journal of The League of World War 1 Aviation Historians. Their membership secretary’s address has also changed and is:


Membership Secretary 
The League of World War 1 Aviation Historians 
16820 25th Ave. N. 
Plymouth 
MN 55447-2228 
USA 
e-mail: dpolglaze@comcast.net


Their website is http://www.overthefront.com

In addition, I am always interested in contacting First World War aviators or their relatives, whether they figure in the Airfields and Airmen series of books or not. My e-mail address is oconnor@stonehousecottage.freeserve.co.uk.
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