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The well-known portrait of Manfred von Richthofen which found a place in many German living rooms of the time. He was the ace of aces. No other pilot approached his eighty confirmed aerial victories even though he himself fell in April 1918. The assessments of him differ. For many, even on the British side, he is an idol. On the other hand, others see him as an ice-cold killer and the Nazi prototype.
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The first aircraft used in the First World War were more dangerous for the pilot than his adversary. That would change quickly as the war went on. Ernst Udet, the best of the surviving German aces, was still flying operationally in old monoplanes in 1916.



 

INTRODUCTION

The Beginnings of Military Aviation

‘Most inventors of flying machines are thinking of nothing but their military application! On the other hand the dreamers assure us that the appearance of the aeroplane will put a stop to war.’ 
(Ferdinand Ferber, pioneer aviator, fatal crash, 1909.)

Flying was a dream of freedom since the time of Icarus. To lift off, fly over walls, shake off the restraints of gravity. Flying also meant imagination and fantasy. The poet rode his flying white horse Pegasus through the air; the dull, hard-working peasant was stuck to the soil. At the beginning of the twentieth century, flying was no longer a dream but reality. Yet even before the first flight over a reasonable stretch had succeeded, the strategists of power were already in the starting blocks painting bombing raids or violent aerial battles.

One of the military maxims of Wilhelm II’s Kaiser-Reich was to have great, rather rigid but very effective Enormous Things to do a splendid job. The Imperial Navy had powerful battleships instead of a fleet of cruisers to roam the seas. The artillery had especially huge guns for important functions. Therefore it came as no surprise when such a massive machine wearing the Iron Cross should appear in the skies.

In the earliest days of aviation the German Reich had decided on dirigible airships, other countries favoured aircraft from the outset. Undoubtedly one of the reasons for this was the absence of personalities advocating aircraft so strongly as a Graf Zeppelin or a Parsifal did airships, and the presence of a Kaiser so heavily favouring the airship development.

Especially in France, which despite the Wright Brothers must count as the real cradle of aviation, enthusiasm for flying grew into a mass phenomenon at the beginning of the twentieth century. Pioneers from all continents met in Paris to take the measure of other designers and pilots. Older readers may perhaps recall the series Die Grashüpfer (The Grasshopper) in which these first years of flying were retold so intensely. What was not tried out!

From early on loud voices could be heard saying that aviation would play a significant role in a future conflict. In Germany it was Chief of the General Staff Helmuth von Moltke, later to become famous for the lost Battle of the Marne. In France, Capitaine Ferber was not only the master spirit of civilian aviation, but also had precise ideas of what duels in the air would look like. His book L’Aviation, ses débuts, son développement was published in 1908. He did not live to see how his prophecies turned out, for in 1909 he was killed when his aircraft crashed.

Led by General Hirschauer, with adequate State funding and a wellsupported aircraft industry, the French built up a well organised aerial corps.

The United States lost no time either. Pioneers such as the Wright and Curtiss brothers had little difficulty in convincing the Army of the advantages of the aeroplane, and new machines were purchased at once, although not in large numbers. It has to be said that these early aircraft can have had no real value for the military, but it was remarkable that the decisive Army authorities did understand the possibilities of aircraft. Not being faced with a threat of which advantage could be taken to test the modern technology, however, no Flying Corps was formed, and even after their entry into the First World War, the Americans lacked any aerial potential and were obliged to purchase aircraft in large numbers from the French.

The British had set up the Royal Flying Corps (RFC) in 1912, the Royal Naval Air Service (officially in 1914), together with the Royal Aircraft Factory. Most of Great Britain’s military budget went into strengthening the Royal Navy, and so at the outbreak of war the British Empire had only 48 machines. An icy relationship existed between the naval fliers and the RFC. The armaments effort had increased towards 1914 but without approaching the French level.

At the outbreak of war, France was the leading world power in aircraft with 165 modern operational machines. Germany had made strong efforts to catch up in 1913, having got over her fixation with airships. Austro-Hungary had a few of the Taube type but lacked pilots as the budget was too small. The Russians were well equipped as regards numbers, but most of what they had were obsolete and barely fit for the Front.

In the first weeks of the war opposing pilots were still waving to each other. Here in the air the war was still chivalrous. That would soon change. On 5 October 1914 the two-seater biplane Voisin III No.89 took off, piloted by Sergeant Joseph Frantz with Observer Mechanic Corporal Louis Quénault, both members of Escadrille V.24. Frantz had flown pre-war and had won a number of air races for money. The Voisin III had a pusher airscrew and this did not interfere with the Hotchkiss machine gun manned by Quénault in the forward seat. Suddenly the French aircraft came across a German Aviatik B.1 of Feldflieger-Abteilung 18 piloted by Sergeant Wilhelm Schlichting with Lt. Fritz von Zangen as observer. Quénault seized his machine gun, aimed it at the Aviatik and fired. The weapon jammed after the 47th round, but by then the German machine had been mortally hit and crashed. The first ever aerial battle had been decided.

The French had another first. They were the first to use aircraft at the Front which could be designated fighter single-seaters. They were small and light machines with only a seat for the pilot, armed with an machine gun which fired forward. It was mounted either above the wing as with the Nieuport ‘Bébé’ or could fire between the propellors, these having metal deflectors fitted. This new manner of fighting came as a shock to the Germans. For the first time aircraft were being shot down. One of the first pilots to fight in this way was pioneer aviator Roland Garros. Soon the aerial superiority of the French had adverse effects on the fighting below. The German armies were ‘blind’ and, lacking reconnaissance, did not know what the enemy was doing behind the Front. This resulted in serious setbacks for the Reich in 1915. Now they saw at last that air superiority was indispensable for the success of an attack on the ground.

At the outbreak of war the Germans had a small aerial corps of thirtyfour Army Aviator Abteilungen each attached to an Army HQ or Army Corps. Each Abteilung had up to six aircraft, six officers and 117 NCO’s and men. Additionally there were seven Fortress Aviator Abteilungen. In all they had 232 operational aircraft with crews. The Army Aviator units were mobilised in five days. Most of the aircraft were Rumpler Taube in the opening months with some biplanes and later machines armed with a rear machine gun.
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Oswald Boelcke, standing below the propellor of his Fokker monoplane, laid down the first rules, still valid today, for aerial warfare. His Dicta Boelcke later became known worldwide. His Jasta 2 turned into an elite unit very quickly. Boelcke died in 1916 as the result of a flying accident.



In the Prussian Army the aircraft had long been neglected on account of the Zeppelins. Then Colonel Ludendorff of the General Staff strongly urged the War Ministry to set up a Flying Branch as soon as possible. He was one of the few men to recognize early on how decisive a powerful air force would be. It was a question of the national budget however: the major part went to the Army, Navy and to the airships. Finally in 1913, money for heavier-than-air machines was made available.

The old military men massively underestimated the potential of aircraft. This was clearly shown in the winter battle in the Champagne when the French roamed the skies around the battlefield reconnoitring while the Germans had no idea what was happening behind the Front. The great importance of sovereignty of the air in warfare had finally been appreciated.

The Germans met the challenge of the French single-seater fighters with a revolutionary technique. The Dutch aircraft builder Anthony Fokker, who owned a factory in Schwerin, produced a synchronization mechanism making it possible for a pilot to fire an machine gun through the revolving propellor without damaging it. This made it much easier to hit the target, for the pilot now aimed his whole machine at it. The trigger for the machine gun was later integrated into the control stick. Now the pilot could steer the aircraft and fire the machine gun at the same time. The linkage synchronizing the machine gun with the revolving propellor was inbuilt in the new Fokker monoplane, a further development of the French Morane-Saulnier G.

After the successes of the Fokker monoplane with the synchronized machine gun had been noted, the Germans set up single-seater fighter detachments (KEK). These could be deployed at problem areas independent of other units, but were instructed not to leave their own lines. At this time no German aircraft were shot down over non-German-held territory.

Fokker was unable to keep up with the demand. He could only manufacture fifteen single-seaters per month. All the same that was enough to cause the Entente fliers to speak of the ‘plague of Fokkers’ – and stay on the ground. Whoever did dare to go up made himself scarce as soon as he saw a Fokker. Max Immelmann, one of the most successful monoplane pilots, was soon being called ‘The Eagle of Lille’. The Press had finally found a subject of enduring interest and made out of it what capital they could. The competition for kills discussed in the Press in particular goaded the fliers into making more operational flights. Pilots were overwhelmed by the attention being paid to them. Decorations rained down, especially for Immelmann and Boelcke, senior officers and princes issued invitations. The pair of them were treated like modern pop stars. The high point was the award to both men of the Pour le Mérite on 12 January 1916. This award for the greatest bravery was instituted by the Prussian King, Friedrich II. The inscription Pour le Mérite was French – the colloquial language of kings. St Bureaucratius ordained that the order should be awarded after the eighth aerial victory.

The reaction of the French and British was to fly in formation. A reconnaissance aircraft now had to be escorted by three fighters and all aircraft had to protect each other. Moreover, new aircraft types, Bristols and Martinsydes, now arrived at the Front, equipped with a tractor airscrew, but still no synchronized machine gun.

On 25 January 1916 all German aviation Abteilungen, observation balloon and flak units were combined under the Commanding General of Aerial Forces (Kogenluft). Lt-General Ernst von Hoeppner got the job, assisted by Lt.Colonel von der Lieth-Thomsen. In August that year they set up the post of Inspectorate of Aviation Troops(Idflieg) which assumed responsibility for the technical organisation of the air corps. Furthermore the KEKs were reorganised into fighter half-squadrons (Jagdstaffeln). These measures proved successful, for during the Battle of Verdun German aircraft were massively superior in numbers to enemy aircraft. Additionally, the British had to withdraw around 100 aircraft from the Front to defend England against Zeppelin raids.

A German error at that time was to enforce an aerial barrier after the Battle of Verdun. Their pilots patrolled the Front to prevent enemy aircraft overflying the area, but without giving the ground troops any stronger sense of security. Thus forces were employed wastefully and could have been better used.

This did not look good from the Entente point of view. In this situation General Hugh Montague Trenchard came up with a plan. He shook up his Royal Flying Corps and ordered his men to proceed with aggression and attack the Germans over their own territory. With the new British models DH2, FE2b and Nieuport 11 coming into series production, some having already arrived at the Front, Trenchard fired up his pilots into action. This seemed to impress the Germans and now they went on the defensive. At the same time the French and British began to strongly increase their numbers. As a consequence the Entente had an enormous superiority in numbers on the Somme. The important factor was dispelling the fear of the Fokker. On 8 April 1916, the pilot of a Fokker lost his bearings and made an emergency landing undamaged amongst British forces at St Omer. A demonstration probably faked for propaganda purposes proved the superiority of the French Morane. The British had used a synchronized machine gun in action themselves two weeks previously.

From June 1916 the Allies controlled the air. The French had 201 aircraft, the British 185. The Germans had little to offer against them and were deprived of their best two aces. Immelmann had been killed on 18 June 1916 and the Kaiser had issued to Boelcke his very personal ban on flying, the loss of another prominent ace not being worth the risk. The losses inflicted by determined Entente fliers against the German forces, especially by bombing and ground attack, were enormous. The Imperial Flying Branch had neglected technical progress and contented itself too long with the fragile merits of its monoplane.

Lacking the many instruments to be found nowadays in an aircraft, the pilots were considerably more worried about the weather conditions. In rain, fog or snowstorm most of them stayed on the ground, but others would not hear of it and climbed into the cockpit:

One morning at 0900 hrs I took off in a small and rather unstable Luft-Verkehrs-Gesellschaft (LVG) machine and after a flight of 1000 metres, came down safe and level again on the airfield. Here I had to go through the same old business again! The take-off officer warned me and pointed to the mist coming up over the Dachauer Moos, but I felt the aviator’s courage well up in my heroic breast and took off again straight away. Since it had become fairly misty meanwhile, I followed the railway line to Unter-Schleissheim and then gradually ascended to 1500 metres. I was surprised that I was making such poor progress forwards, but put it down to a headwind. My mechanic pointed back. I looked round and saw below me, more or less over the airfield and beyond it, a thick rolling sea of cloud at about 1000 metres altitude. Right, turn back and land as quickly as possible. The first 500 metres of the descent was a pleasant glide and then we went into the white fog. Inside, it was dreadfully squally. It was with some anxiety – after all, it was the first time that I had glided through fog – that I went through the eerie grey stratum, my hand clasping the control stick. My altimeter showed 500, 400, 300 metres, yet still no sight of the ground. My small LVG machine danced more and more. 200 metres, still white, white, white all around me! Then suddenly, very close ahead, something unusually pointed. I banked the machine fiercely and roared close by the tower of the Heiliggeist Church. I had not reckoned with the tailwind and had been swept over Munich.

I jerked my aircraft up again, once more into the white sea. I looked for my compass to ascertain the direction to the airfield but, oh horror!, I couldn’t find the compass. The sweat of fear appeared on my forehead. The fog was getting ever thicker. I could hardly see my wingtips, and my aircraft was rolling close to the city roofs like a boat in a storm. I throttled down and descended steeply. This time I almost collided with the statue of ‘Bavaria’. Now I took the decision – it seemed heroic but was in reality crazy – to climb above the fog and look for a gap through which to descend. At first this went quite well: we went up to 500, 600, 700 metres, but the clouds grew ever darker. Suddenly I noticed that my mechanic in the seat ahead of me was growing uneasy. At the same time I had the distressing feeling that the machine was not in trim. I had lost any certainty about the equilibrium. The pointer of my revolutions counter read 1600 and then went round the dial as if crazy. To my left I felt a cutting draught of wind, my observer was clinging to the right side, the altimeter fell suddenly from 600 to 500, to 400. I felt a jerk at my shoulder straps. Suddenly I thought: we are upside down. At the same time, whenever I felt resistance to the control stick, I pressed against it. All around us swirled white, white, white, nothing else to be seen; no idea what was above, what below.

Suddenly the machine gave another jolt, the revs counter speeded up. 1300, 1400, 1500. I had a vague feeling that everything was returning to how it shuld be; I throttled down and went into a steep dive. When the altimeter read 150 metres, below me I saw the ground. Quite improbably, the machine hanging lopsided, I banked out of the cloud direct for a forest glade in Forstenrieder Park. I straightened her up as quickly as I could and succeeded in making a smooth landing in the glade. We got out, looked at each other without speaking and I swore to myself never to go for a joyride in the fog again.

Therefore it turned out well. The incautious pilot was the later ace, Bavarian Captain Adolf von Tutschek. But why was he flying over Munich? This odyssey occurred during his military training at Schleissheim. Not all trainee pilots were so lucky. The training school had many serious and even fatal accidents to record. It was a particular problem that training machines would often be old ‘crates’ rejected from the Front.

Many other factors had to be taken into account. For the Germans it was favourable to fly in the early morning when Entente pilots had the rising sun in their eyes. For the same reason evening was unfavourable for the Germans. At midday and in the early afternoon the warm layers of air sought equalisation in strong vertical streams. Woodlands of spruce and fir stored up heat which created aerodynamic lift. On the other hand near water the aircraft was drawn down. These phenomena were classified as ground effects.
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Men behind the aces: losses on both sides due to mechanical problems were enormous at the beginning of the war. Therefore it was important for a flying unit to have capable and reliable mechanics. The men seen here are members of a French Escadrille.



‘To be allowed to sit in the cockpit of an aircraft,’ wrote young American volunteer Jack Morris Wright to his mother, ‘is almost a reward, for then one has the right to sit on the throne and become a folk hero, or as airmen say: to become an ace with just a couple of German machines on the victor’s list. And if one gets more, one gets decorations, fame, medals provided, yes provided, you are as hard as steel and keep your nerve. Everything is very dangerous. I want you to be completely clear on that point and I will not keep it secret from you. Statistics show that from 50 per cent of flights into the skies of glory there is no return. During the Champagne Offensive eight of every ten fliers was killed.’

Between September and December 1916 the Germans lost only 39 aircraft, but knocked down 311 enemy machines. It was even worse for the British and French in the historical ‘Bloody April’ of 1917. The Royal Flying Corps alone lost 245 machines. Many veteran pilots forfeited their lives, losses which the British were unable to make good for a long period.

All the same, during the Third Battle of Flanders in the second half of 1917, thanks to their numerical superiority, the Allies regained air superiority and kept it to the Armistice. The main reason for that was their unbelievable production of aircraft. The Germans tried to keep pace, by passing out many new pilots from training with insufficient flying hours in the cockpit, but German industry could not manufacture aircraft at that rate. The number of fighter Staffel was doubled from 40 to 80, but now many had only obsolete aircraft at their disposal.

Even the introduction of outstanding machines such as the Fokker D.VII could not make up for the numerical inferiority while the Germans suffered striking shortages in skilled workers, materials and fuel.

After Bloody April 1917, in which the Royal Flying Corps was all but wiped out, rank beginners took their places in the cockpit. The American Charles Biddle, serving as a volunteer with the French Aerial Corps, reported that in July 1917 he was sent up with having any shooting training at all. ‘Learning by doing’ is how they explain it today having regard to the extenuating circumstances. This was simply sending boys to slaughter.

The British needed to bring in changes, and they reorganised internally. An important date was 1 April 1918 when the Royal Flying Corps and the Royal Naval Air Service were merged to become the Royal Air Force. The naval fliers who until then had had autonomy were deprived of it; there had always been difficulties between the two flying organisations and this resolved the situation. The RAF operated independently of the Army, however. The RFC Commanding General Trenchard was made head of the RAF. This meant that the airfields could be built in a uniform manner, saving costs and bringing in greater efficiency.

The entry of the United States into the First World War on the side of the Entente in April 1917 did not require the Germans to make any changes immediately on their own Front. It was some considerable time before the Americans reached the stage of sending troops into the field. Not until a year later did American fliers claim their first aerial victories. Douglas Campbell and Alan Winslow shared shooting down a Pfalz D.III on 14 March 1918.

Upon entering the war the United States had 55 aircraft, old machines and useless. They also had no domestic aircraft production. The machines which they used at the Front were all of French origin. Hoeppner of Kogenluft had forseen an enormous mass of additional enemy pilots and in June 1917 requested a doubling in the number of Jagd-Staffeln and a modernization of the air fleet. Most of his wants were agreed to on paper in the framework of the ‘America Programme’, but the German aircraft industry could not turn out the numbers. Although aircraft had a high priority after U-boats, the goals were never reached by far. In particular, German industry had not been able to manufacture powerful aircraft engines, something in which the Allies were clearly more advanced. The ‘America Programme’ was also responsible for the recruiting of pilots other than through the air recruitment divisions. This resulted in raw beginners occupying the cockpits of fighter aircraft without any Front experience which of course led to enormous losses.

The preparations for the March 1918 Offensive was very stressful for many pilots.Because the majority of units were grouped behind the assembly area, the other Staffels had to fly long hours along the Front to convince the enemy that all Front sectors were still fully occupied.

The first action involving American fliers occurred on 6 March 1918. These pilots included Campbell, later the first US ace, and Eddie Rickenbacker, at the war’s end the most successful American fighter pilot. Initally the Americans were cannon fodder. The Germans made short work of the poorly-trained American ‘bunnies’ and ‘ripped their crates apart’. The American veterans who had already flown as volunteers for the French and had now joined the new US units, the ‘goofers’, made fun of the ‘vultures’, as they called the new, inexperienced youngsters. Rickenbacker reported: ‘They told us that a flak shell cost between five and ten dollars. Then they explained that it was their morning pleasure to fly over the flak batteries since this cost the Germans something like a million dollars in ammunition and they never hit anything.’ This was nonsense of course, but the newcomers believed it until they flew over the flak themselves. Then they got the shock of their lives.

Nevertheless, the US boys were well-rested and displayed a great eagerness for combat. They were well fed and went short of nothing. On the contrary, many Germans were hungry, their fuel was becoming more scarce and the years of fighting had left their traces. The worst was to see the numerical superiority in enemy aircraft and pilots growing day by day. The number now being deployed in contrast to 1916 was enormous; over 8,000 operated along the Western Front in the summer of 1918, at least ten times more that at the time of the Battle of the Somme. It was naturally much easier to find an Entente aircraft to shoot at given these numbers, but Boelcke and Immelmann would fly around all day and never see an enemy Gitterschwanz* or come face to face with a Morane. Many pilots recorded one victory after another – some up to six in a day. Yet in this phase of the war nobody managed to beat the record set by the fallen Manfred von Richthofen in April 1918.

In the German Reich, Hindenburg had set in motion a kind of ‘total war’. All firms were now geared up for armaments production. The ‘America Programme’ had been given its name with reference to the American entry into the European War. None of the production targets had even come close to achievement while the shortages of raw materials and workers proved an insoluble problem. Additionally the organisation and control of the conversion was extremely inadequate and often failed to make progress in the face of the resistance of the Industrialists. It became ever more difficult to find and train enough potential pilots.

Meanwhile the Allies were manufacturing flat out. The monthly aircraft production was twice that of the Germans. Personnel were available from the inexhaustible pool of men throughout the British Empire. The pilots also had opportunities to relax behind the lines. On the other hand, the Germans never withdrew a Staffel from the Front for rest and recuperation. Only men as individuals could have leave. In 1917 the Americans recruited 23,000 volunteers for basic pilot training, an enormous intake. They received this training in the United States and were then sent to France for completion training.

Many American volunteers serving with the French transferred directly into US units, but then encountered shortages of equipment. Many aircraft had no machine gun, but pilots took off nevertheless to practise formation flying and to familiarise themselves with the machine. Now and again there would be confrontations with suddenly appearing Germans.
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Fritz Rumey was used to heights. In Königsberg he worked as a roofer. He served on the Eastern Front from the opening days of the war. After aviation training in 1915 he was promoted to corporal. His aim was the cockpit of a fighter. As he came from simple origins he was a much-liked figure. He received the Militär-Verdienst-Kreuz in Gold, the so-called ‘Blue Max’ of the non-officers. On account of his flying achievements he was promoted to officer. This qualified him for the Pour le Mérite. He died in September 1918 after his parachute failed to open.



In the late summer the fuel situation was so acute for the Germans that each aircraft was limited to 180 litres per day. How could a Flying Corps keep going on that? The Allies on the other hand had sufficient resources to launch a massive attack with over 500 aircraft as happened on 12 September 1918 in the course of the battle at St Mihiel.

* Translator’s note: Gitterschwanz: Common slang used by the Germans for certain British and French aircraft, of which the fuselage from behind the crew area up to the tailplane was an open skeletal structure of metal tubes.


CHAPTER ONE

The First Aces

‘I have got a wonderful little toy. It is a Bristol Scout which can do 130 kilometres per hour and has a rate of climb of from 150 to 200 metres per minute. I am having a machine gun fitted.’ 
(Lanoe Hawker, first British flying ace, in a letter, 1915.)

French Stunt Pilots

Before the First World War, men who volunteered for military aviation in Germany were given a funny look. ‘He’s gone to be a flier, and his parents are such respectable people!’ To be an aviator was held in much the same regard as debt collecting, living a dissolute life, trying to find an easy way to put an end to oneself. It was a long road before a pilot would become the idol of a whole generation.

In France it was different. The public attended flying displays, admired the courage of pilots. Men who held flying records reaped renown and often large cash prizes. Three names are prominent at the beginning of the era of fighter pilots: Adolphe Pégoud, Roland Garros and Jean Navarre.

Before the war in France, Adolphe Pégoud had been a famous aviation pioneer. As the ‘inventor’ of stunt flying he had not only been the first man to fly an aircraft upside down, but also the first to bale out using a parachute. Although the Russian Piotr Nesterov was the first to do it, looping the loop was what made Pégoud famous. His name was also known in Germany where postcards were sold bearing his portrait.

Born on 13 June 1889 in the French département of Isère, in 1907 Pégoud became a soldier with the Chasseurs d’Afrique in North Africa. At the beginning of 1913 he obtained his licence to fly and was employed as a test pilot by Blériot. At the outbreak of war he volunteered at once as a pilot. His reconnaissance flights provided the Army with valuable information, and he was mentioned in Army despatches. On 5 February 1915 he became an Immortal when, with his observer Le Rendu, he was the first man to shoot down three enemy aircraft. Using acrobatic aerial manoeuvre he put his partner into an ideal shooting position. A Taube and two Aviatik-C aircraft went down.
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Otto Parschau was the first pilot to fly the Fokker monoplane. With this aircraft he shot down eight enemy planes and was then appointed commanding officer of Kampfgeschwader (Fighter Squadron) I. Nevertheless he continued to fly missions in single-seater fighters until one sealed his fate.



Two months later, just after six one morning, a Morane-Saulnier of Escadrille MS.12 took off. On board were 2nd Lt. Robert and his pilot, the impetuous Jean Navarre. The latter was born on 8 August 1895, the son of a paper manufacturer. The highly individual Jean never stayed long at any school. At the outbreak of war he falsified his application to get himself accepted as a pilot with the military. At the beginning of 1915 he was attached to Escadrille MS.12. He was undisciplined but bold. He gave proof of that on 1 April 1915 when he encountered a German Aviatik two-seater. He outmanoeuvred his opponent and enabled his observer to shoot. The German biplane made a forced landing on the French side of the Front where the crew were made prisoner. It was a triumph which won for Navarre the military medal and promotion.

That 1 April 1915 was a revolutionary day for French military flying. Roland Garros of Escadrille MS.26 was a national hero. In 1910 he bought from the aviation pioneer Santos-Dumont a ‘Demoiselle’, a monoplane of light construction with an 18 hp engine. He took part in many competitions flying this machine, most of which he won, and even flew it over New York. He wrote history on 23 September 1913 in a Morane-Saulnier, being the first man to fly across the Mediterranean. He also held a world altitude record.


Roland Garros was born on 6 October 1888 on the French island of Réunion in the Indian Ocean. He became a flying enthusiast while studying music. In 1910 he bought an aircraft and took part in many competitions. In 1913 he was the first man to fly across the Mediterranean. In the First World War this famous stunt flier was the first pilot to score a kill using an machine gun in a fixed mounting to fire forward. Very soon after he was made a PoW by the Germans. After escaping and spending a long period of convalescence he returned to active flying service. He was killed in aerial combat on 5 October 1918. His name is still known today in connection with the Paris Open. This tennis tournament is named after the stadium ‘Roland Garros’.
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As a pre-war flier the Frenchman Roland Garros already enjoyed high renown. The public thirsted for more news about him, and he fulfilled their desires by being the world’s first fighter pilot. A rifle round sealed his fate.



This national hero naturally joined the French Air Corps. He had a vision of aerial combat and realized that pilots would not be firing rifles at each other for long. In December 1914 he visited the Morane-Saulnier factory where they had had the idea of mounting in an aircraft an machine gun which could fire dead ahead – and through the propellor. That, as was correctly inferred, was the ideal solution, for it meant that the pilot could aim the whole aircraft at the target. The accuracy would be greatly increased and above all it would no longer be necessary to have an observer/gunner aboard, thus making the aircraft much lighter in weight.

Saulnier succeeded in making a design which interrupted the fire of an machine gun when the propellor entered the field of fire, but in practice it did not work well. For this reason the propellor had been redesigned and fitted with metal deflectors which redirected to safety the bullets which happened to strike the propellor. On 1 April 1915 things were ready. Roland Garros took off and it worked. Garros got an Albatros biplane in his sights, hit it – and the aircraft fell to the ground in flames. The French had done it. They thought they had become the unchallengeable lords of the skies. About fifty machines were now armed in this manner, but the interruptor mechanism often failed so that the pilots fired into their own propellor.

Garros knocked down two more German aircraft and was hot on the heels of Adolphe Pégoud who now had five kills and was celebrated throughout France as an ‘ace’. The tally of three brought Garros no luck. The same day he took off once more to bomb the railway station at Courtrai. What happened then was never fully clarified. This much is certain: he came under rifle fire from the ground. It appears that a Bavarian Home Guard man named Schlenstedt fired the round which cut the fuel line and forced the French aerial pioneer to make an emergency landing. Garros was made a prisoner. He was unable to set fire to his aircraft and the Saulnier interruptor mechanism was confiscated intact. It provided the motivation for the Germans to invent a similar but better device.

Roland Garros was left with just three kills. Worse, the Saulnier invention was now known to the Germans, who drew the necessary conclusion from the incident and prohibited their own pilots who had the device fitted from leaving German-held territory. The generals hoped to keep the secret of their own development from the Allies in this manner.

The French record-holding flier was put into a PoW camp. After countless bold attempts he finally escaped. It would have been better for him had he conserved his energies for ahead lay death. Garros returned to the Front and to his old unit, now equipped with the SPAD XIII. He obtained his fourth aerial victory, but instead of being able to confirm the fifth, which would have made him an ace officially, he was shot down in flames by a Fokker D.VII. That was on 5 October 1918. The war had only five weeks to run. The victorious German pilot was probably the young Hermann Habich who had become an ace himself only a few days before.


Célestin Adolphe Pégoud was born on 3 June 1889 at Monferrat. He was long identified as the first man to loop the loop, but the honour should have gone to the Russian Nesterov, whose earlier achievement passed largely unnoticed. Pégoud joined the French forces and served in French Morocco with the Chasseurs d’Afrique. Later he learned to fly and became a test pilot for Blériot. He was the first man to bale out from an aircraft using a parachute. In the First World War the renowed stunt flier became a pilot. He became the first fighter ace in history after claiming his fifth aerial kill. He died on 31 August 1915 when shot down in aerial combat.
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The world’s first ace: Adolphe Pégoud was the pride of the French although it had not always been so: in February 1914 he was exposed to accusations of sabotage. A former mechanic alleged that he had tampered with the machine for an Italian. Pégoud was innocent, however.



As of 11 July 1915, Pégoud had shot down six enemy aircraft which made him the world’s leading ace. Hailed by the Press, on 28 August 1915 he was awarded the highest French decoration, ‘Knight of the Legion of Honour’. The citation read:

Second Lt.(Reserve) Adolphe Pégoud of Escadrille MS.49 is indescribably brave and imbued with fighting spirit, but is also a cautious and capable pilot. Never once since the beginning of the war has he hesitated to place his outstanding capabilities at the disposal of the French Homeland. On countless occasions he has attacked heavily armed aircraft alone, displaying constantly his bravery and daring. On 28 August 1915, during an aerial battle his aircraft was so riddled with bullets that he was forced to land. Having done so, he took all possible steps to remove his aircraft from heavy German fire.

Unfortunately he went the way of so many pilots who had first received a major decoration or a promotion. Only three days later he had a dogfight with a German two-seater piloted by Corporal Walter Kandulski with Lt Julius von Bielitz as observer. Pégoud received a wound near his heart, managed to land with the last vestiges of his strength, but was brought out from his cockpit dead.

On 6 September 1915 Kandulski dropped a wreath bearing the inscription on a streamer, ‘His opponent honours airman Pégoud, fallen in battle for his country.’ By an irony of fate, before the war Walter Kandulski had been one of Pégoud’s pilot trainees. At the military funeral, his wreath was hung high on the cross.

All the same, the French itched for revenge. Finally, on 18 May 1916, Kandulski was shot down by the French ace Adjutant Roger Ronserail. After that he was known as ‘Pégoud’s Avenger’ and even had his own coat-of-arms. Nevertheless, Kandulski survived, a fact the French never discovered.

And Navarre? He flew like a man possessed, landing only to refuel, eat and sleep. Even before his third victory he had been appointed ‘Knight of the Legion of Honour’. That was in June 1915. He spent the winter with his comrade Nungesser leaving Paris outraged. The pair of them were known as merry dogs and fitted perfectly the image of fearless, boisterous, champagne-drinking aviators. In February 1916 the victories continued, flying the new Nieuport ‘Bébé’. In June he shot down his twelfth and so became the top ace of the Entente. Nungesser got his tenth shortly after. Then the ‘adventure’ of the two friends came to its end. On 17 June 1916 Jean Navarre was shot down over the Argonne Woods and seriously injured. He was confined to a military hospital with his head wound for two years and, although he returned to his unit, he took no further part in aerial combat. He died as he lived: in 1919 attempting to fly an aircraft through the Arc de Triomphe in Paris.
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Jean Navarre was the dare-devil type of pilot. This cost him his life in 1919 when he attempted to fly his aircraft through the Arc de Triomphe. During the war serious wounds prevented his achieving a greater number of kills. He was out of action for almost two years.



Lanoe Hawker, the first British ace

Boldness and perfect technique: that was Major Lanoe George Hawker. In his two-seater, an FE2b, the machine gun armament was not enough: he also had a carbine in the cockpit. Everything was quite clear to him: a single-seater fighter was the ideal aircraft. The day arrived at last. ‘I have got a wonderful little toy. It is a Bristol Scout which can do 130 kilometres per hour and has a rate of climb of from 150 to 200 metres per minute. I am having a machine gun fitted.’

The airscrew here was a problem, and he fitted the machine gun in such a way that it fired left of the propellor circle. It took some time before he calibrated it. On 21 June 1915 he took off and over Poelcapelle attacked a DFW. Within a few seconds his first victory was under his belt.

His great hour struck on 25 July 1915, the day when he became the fourth pilot to win the VC. Towards six in the evening he came across two enemy aircraft. He fired his first short bursts at about 400 metres range. This must have given the first German aircraft such a fright that they set it down neatly and surrendered. Hawker had not had enough: in the distance he spotted a second two-seater. He stalked it: the observer was blinded by the setting sun allowing Hawker to hug the tail of the German aircraft. Then his machine gun spoke. He kept firing until his machine was almost on top of his opponent and then turned away swiftly. The two-seater fell away burning. One often reads that this all occurred on 25 June 1915, but the date is incorrect. On 11 August 1915 Hawker claimed a doublette flying an FE2b and so became the first flying ace of the British Empire. Up to 11 January 1916 he was also the leading ace of all nations, sharing the honour part of the time with other pilots.

Lanoe Hawker was born on 30 December 1890 into the family of an officer who would lose his life in the Boer War. Hawker went to a boarding school in Geneva and after that to a military academy. In 1910 he joined the Royal Engineers as a cadet. His great passion was flying, however. He waited impatiently for an answer to his request for a transfer to the Flying Corps and at some later date his application for pilot training was approved. In October 1914 he joined a reconnaissance unit on the Continent and won his first decorations. When he got a new BE2c he flew aggressive missions such as the bombing raid on the Zeppelin Hall at Gontrode for which he received the Distinguished Service Order.

He once described his method of detecting hidden batteries as follows: ‘I fly at very low level and draw their fire, then mark it on the map.’ The flak was very accurate and on one occasion he brought his aircraft back holed like a Swiss cheese. Later he would undoubtedly not have dared to make such flights, for the flak became much more effective.

At the end of 1915 he was transferred back to England: he returned to the Front in the rank of Major as the commanding officer of 24 Squadron, the first British fighter unit. The aircraft of the formation had a metal skeletal fuselage with a Type DH2 pusher airscrew. He had no further aerial victories, for his responsibilities now were training young fliers and administrative work, and the RFC had ordered that a squadron leader should not fly himself.

His motto was ‘Attack everything!’ He may have preferred to avoid an opponent who was at least his equal and had the better machine – Manfred von Richthofen – who reported of his victory of 23 November 1916:

One fine day I was on the hunt in cheerful mood when I observed three British who apparently had nothing else in mind but a scrap. I noticed how they were eyeing me up and, since I was looking for trouble, I decided to accept combat. I was at lower altitude than my opponent and so had to wait until he descended to my level. It was not long before he came sailing up intending to attack me from the rear. After the first five rounds my customer had to cease fire for I had banked sharply left. He wanted to get on my tail, and I wanted to get on his. So we both turned in circles with engines roaring flat out like crazy at 3,500 metres height. Twenty times around to the left, then thirty times around to the right, both of us intent upon getting above and behind the other. I was pretty soon aware that this was no beginner, for obviously he would not dream of breaking off the duel. He had a very nimble crate, but mine climbed better and so I succeeded in getting above and behind the Englishman.

After we had lost 2,000 metres height without achieving a result, my opponent ought really to have decided it was high time to make himself scarce, for the wind was in my favour and forcing us ever closer to the German lines until finally I was more or less over Bapaume, about a kilometre behind our Front. The cheeky fellow now had the gall to wave to me when we were at 1,000 metres altitude, very pleased with himself as if to say, ‘Well, well, how do you do?’

The circles we were making around each other were now so tight that I estimated them at no more than 80 to 100 metres. I had time to take a look at my opponent. I was looking vertically down into the bodywork of his aircraft and could see every movement of his head. If he had not been wearing his flying cap I might have been able to describe his face.

Gradually even this worthy sportsman must have thought it had gone too far and that he ought to decide whether to land behind our lines or set off back for his own. Naturally he settled for the latter after he had tried to disengage from me by means of some looping the loops and similar nonsense. Then my first bullets flew about his ears, until then neither of us had fired. At 100 metres altitude he started zig-zagging in an attempt to get clear of our frontline, very difficult for him to shoot doing that. Now came my moment. I followed him at 50–100 metres altitude, firing incessantly. Then he fell. Had my gun jammed it might even then have deprived me of my success.

Hit in the head by a round, he crashed about fifty metres behind our lines. His machine gun finished up in the earth and now graces the entrance to my front door.

For the British the defeat of their first ace came as a shock. Richthofen needed 900 rounds to bring him down. His advantage lay in having once flown a captured DH2 and he knew precisely the good and bad points of the type. Legend has it that their duel in the air was probably the longest in the whole war.

Immelmann, ‘The Eagle of Lille’

Franz Immelman owned a cardboard-box factory in Dresden. On 21 September 1890 his wife made him a very happy man when she gave birth to a son: Max. Unhappily the businessman died young and left his widow with three small children to bring up. Thus Max became the most important support for his mother. The great passion of the young Immelmann was everything technical. He would take a thing apart just to find out how it worked and then put it back together again. In 1905 he became a military cadet but did not like it much. He wanted a technical occupation. Already at age fifteen he was almost vegetarian, and neither smoked nor drank.

Immelmann was an outstanding gymnast, cyclist and mountaineer, and his fitness was legendary. In 1910 he cycled with his brother from Dresden to Brussels for the World Exhibition, to Paris and back to the Rhine. Five years later he saw many of these sights again from the cockpit of an aircraft. After passing out as a cadet he was attached to the Railway Experimental Unit at Wunsdorf/Finsterwalde. He was dissatisfied with military service and so realized a dream and began to study engineering at the Dresden Technical University. He bought his first motor-cycle and then a small Mathis car.

Speed fascinated him, above all flying. For that reason, shortly after the outbreak of war, he applied for a transfer to the aerial corps, but on 18 August 1914 he was called up to Railway Regiment 2 where he was bored to distraction. Following the example of Bismarck whom he much admired, to pass the time Immelmann bought a female Great Dane and called her Tyras. She would accompany him through his future career, including to Adlershof where from mid-November 1914, he was schooled for his pilot’s licence. Flight trainees received their instruction from local aircraft manufacturing firms. Immelmann went to LVG and after passing the examination, received his orders on 4 March 1915. One month later, as a flier attached to the artillery, he was finally at the Front. He was the only pilot with enough confidence to fly over enemy lines. The others were intimidated by the enemy anti-aircraft fire and the armed French fighters. After a short while Immelmann was transferred to the newly formed Fliegerabteilung 62. Here he got to know Oswald Boelcke, with whom he was soon on very good terms. As the most experienced pilot, Boelcke was the first to receive a new aircraft, a single-seater fighter with a fixed forward-firing machine gun after the French example. When Anthony Fokker and Lt Parschau had introduced the monoplane they got to know Immelmann and offered him an engineering position for after the war.


[image: Image]
The Saxon Max Immelmann was the first to shoot down an enemy aircraft while flying a Fokker monoplane – and on his third sortie. The pilots of Fliegerabteilung 62 nicknamed him ‘The Lille Eagle’ because he was often seen circling alone above that French city.



Immelmann had kept his eye on the Fokker monoplane which Boelcke flew regularly. It was one of the first three models of the type. As a young pilot, Immelmann had been selected to attend at Schwerin for training on the machine, but he was averse to leaving his unit. At some later stage he had the chance to try out the Fokker. Then came the sensation: on his third flight with the single-seater he shot down an enemy aircraft. The first confirmed for a German ever!

I swooped down on him like a hawk, firing my machine gun. For a moment I thought I was going to ram. I had fired about 60 rounds when the gun jammed. That was really unpleasant for I needed both hands to clear it and so was forced to fly without handling the control stick. This was something new and strange to me, but turned out successfully. In the course of the action it happened twice more.

Meanwhile the enemy aircraft had headed for Arras. I intercepted him quickly and cut off his retreat forcing him to bank left, i.e. towards Douai. By then we were 400 metres lower. In the pauses between my own fire I could barely make out the rattle of the enemy’s machine gun above me. Wherever possible I kept myself vertically above my victim because no biplane could fire vertically up. After 450 to 500 rounds the fight had lasted eight to ten minutes and now the enemy headed downwards in a steep glide. I followed him. I could not fire, my machine gun had failed again. When I saw him land, I put myself down at once nearby, got out and went towards him. There was nobody around, and I had no weapon. Would the crew offer resistance? It was an unpleasant moment. While still some distance away I called out ‘Prisoners!’ Now for the first time I saw that the pilot was alone. He raised his right hand to signal that he would not resist.

I approached him. I offered my hand and said, ‘Bonjour, monsieur.’ He replied in English.

‘Ah, you are Englishman?’I asked.

‘Yes.’

‘You are my prisoner.’

‘My arm is broken, you shot very well.’

Now for the first time I saw that he had a serious wound to his left arm. I helped him get out and laid him down on the grass, took off his gloves and cut open the sleeve of his leather coat, uniform and shirt. He had been shot through the lower arm.’

The aircraft, a BE2c, had been riddled with forty hits, most of them destroying the instruments. The pilot, Lt.William Reid, was taken to a military hospital. Later Immelmann had a letter dropped over St.Pol informing the Royal Flying Corps of Reid’s wound. For this first aerial victory the brave Saxon received the Iron Cross First Class.

Max Immelmann and Oswald Boelcke were now great heroes. They shot down their opponents almost in parallel, and in the winter of 1915 headed the list of the most successful fighter pilots in the world. Immelmann was now revered as ‘The Eagle of Lille’. Boelcke flew above Verdun. The highest circles enthused over the unexpected success of the two airmen. Decorations and honours rained down. The climax for Immelmann was the award of the Military St.Heinrich’s Order, the highest decoration of his Saxon homeland. He received it on 21 September 1915, his birthday. All manner of invitations followed from warlords and German minor princes. Immelmann had to make a couple of demonstration stunt flights for the noble gentlemen. He was photographed by the Press. His portrait was sold on postcards. He was even filmed. Such a thing only occurred otherwise for the Kaiser or the victors of Tannenberg. Every day mountains of post arrived, impossible to answer it all. As an address ‘Airman-Lt Immelmann in the West’ sufficed. After his sixth aerial victory Immelmann was already a folk hero. Far more so than Boelcke, both of whom received the Pour le Mérite in January 1916.

The Fokker monoplane was improved. There were problems with the 160 hp version. The engine would often seize up, causing aerial dogfights to be abandoned. The machine gun-synchronization was not always effective. In March 1916 Immelmann shot off his own propellor and was forced to make an emergency landing. The problem repeated itself in June and this time Immelmann crashed. The Fokker design was not so perfect. After Immelmann’s death it was completely redesigned so that the machine gun was not blocked when the propellor blade entered the field of fire. The gun was now no longer re-loaded by the recoil, but by the turning propellor. This not only provided a greater degree of safety but also doubled the fire power.

Immelmann had been training young pilots, showing them everything that mattered. His most gifted pupil was young Max Mulzer from Bavaria, later the fourth German aviator to be awarded ‘The Blue Max’.

At the beginning of March 1916 the monoplanes were assembled into flights of fighter single-seaters and removed from the Abteilungen. On 10 June 1916 Immelmann was given the task of putting together the first German Fighter-Staffel. His Fliegerabteilung 62 was meanwhile transferred to the Eastern Front. His death on 18 June held back these plans. He was to have received additionally a new Halberstadt biplane. Because Boelcke was then sent on compulsory leave, the new Fighter-Staffels were not formed until August.

An eye-witness described Immelmann’s fatal crash thus: ‘After the ups and downs clearly seen from the ground, suddenly the rear part of the fuselage with the tailplane separated from the front part. The front part with the pilot dropped like a stone with a weird whistling sound and the wings folded upwards together like a house of cards and then broke off. The fuselage with engine and pilot fell from 2,000 metres altitude and hit the ground with a dull thud.’

After a thorough investigation, a commission of enquiry concluded that Immelmann’s machine gun-interceptor device had failed and the machine gun shot off the propellor. As a result the engine broke free from its anchorage engendering a yaw to the right entailing stresses which then caused the aircraft to break apart.

Propaganda, enabling Immelmann to remain unbeaten in the air? The British credited their aviators McCubbin and Waller with the kill and decorated them. Counter-propaganda? Nowadays most accept that the German commission of enquiry drew the correct conclusion. There are even photos of the wreckage which show the shot-off propellor. Immelmann received a funeral full of pomp.

Erwin Böhme wrote of Immelmann: ‘Towards the end the poor fellow’s nerves were in shreds – they should really have forced him to take a long leave to unwind: but of course it is difficult to know when to draw the line.’

Nowadays every pilot worldwide knows the name Immelmann from the ‘Immelmann Turn’, but nobody knows for sure whether this manoeuvre was really invented by him.


Max Immelmann

The son of a factory owner, he was born in Dresden on 21 September 1890. After years at a cadet academy and service as an officer, Immelmann decided to begin a course of technical study. In the war he joined the Army aviators of Feldfliegerabteilung 62, remaining with this unit until his death. He was the first to achieve a confirmed aerial victory flying a single-seater fighter. His successes made him one of the great German war heroes. He died as the result of an accident on 18 June 1916.



The Organiser: Oswald Boelcke

One might almost speak of inherited talent upon hearing that the great tutor of the fighter pilot’s art was the son of an upper level secondary school teacher with a scientific leaning. Oswald Boelcke was born on 19 May 1891 at Giebichenstein, a suburb of Halle, but he grew up in Dessau, a town which would have a major role in the aviation of the future, the town of the great aircraft designer Hugo Junkers.

Boelcke was an outstanding sportsman and swimmer. In 1913 he came second in the Army championships. He also excelled as an oarsman, mountaineer and dancer. Immediately after obtaining his school-leaving certificate he volunteered for the Army. Because of his great knowledge of technology he went into the telegraphy corps. In 1912 he was promoted to 2nd Lt. Finding telegraphy a bore he therefore applied to be a flier. Finally accepted in June 1914, he was trained at the Halberstadt Flying School.

On the Eastern Front he had the luck to pilot his aircraft with his brother Wilhelm as observer. Later he was transferred to Feldfliegerabteilung 62 on the Western Front where he met Max Immelmann. They both became the scourge of the Allies. Were it not for the terrible end which most shot-down opponents knew, one might almost enthuse over the almost sporting duel of the two for aerial kills. In fact it almost seemed as though Boelcke and Immelmann alone paralyzed the aggressive spirit of the French and British. That was almost unbelievable in a major war.
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Oswald Boelcke was often called ‘The Father of the Fighter Pilots’. He was the organiser and tactical guiding spirit of the German fighter Staffel and one of the first men to recognise the importance of formation flying. His ‘Dicta Boelcke’ became the Ten Commandments for fighter pilots.



After the death of Immelmann, which shocked the entire German Flying Corps and came also as a blow to the population, the Kaiser himself imposed on Boelcke a ban on flying. He was sent on leave and went to the Ottoman Empire. Here, as an idler from the war, he met the recently famous German flier Buddecke, known as ‘El Shahin’, with whom he flew over the Gallipoli Front. Then he went on to Russia where he collected Manfred von Richthofen and Erwin Böhme for his team. They would join his newly formed fighter unit Jagdstaffel 2.

He came to like Böhme especially. This much older man wrote of his Staffel commander:

They admire our Bölcke. [Boelcke himself wrote his name with ‘e’ but others preferred the ‘ö’.] Who wouldn’t? But they all admire him for being a successful war hero – they can know nothing of his exceptional personality. That is known only to the few who have the fortune to live alongside him. This simple young man, sufficiently distant from fame not to let it turn his head, has a maturity and mellowness of character which is really astonishing when one remembers that in his short life before the war he never did anything particularly special. I assure you; I admire Bölcke not only as my commander but also – remarkable as it may sound since I am 37 and he just 25 years of age – I revere him as a person and I am proud that a friendly relationship has developed between us.

It is something quite uncanny how Bölcke influences every single one of his trainees, how he carries them all along with him. They go with him wherever he leads, none of them would ever leave him in the lurch. He is a born leader!

Boelcke’s Jagdstaffel 2 rose to become an elite unit of the German aerial branch. It did so because of Boelcke. Later, when he no longer headed the unit, its success declined. The Captain shone not only as a pilot, but also as an organiser and above all as an instructor. All German fighter pilots learnt his his battle rules, Dicta Boelcke, as if they were the Ten Commandments. The missions he flew were exemplary. Airman Friedrich Schilling watched his 26th and 27th aerial victories from the ground:

‘Klak-klak-klak!’ Right above us a dogfight. We heard the hollow clatter of the aerial machine guns at 3,000 metres overhead. Binoculars up! One can also learn just by watching every aerial fight. It seemed to be Boelcke! Five British and two Germans! And the two were attacking the five! Klak-klak-klak the machine guns hammered again. One of the Germans had separated one of the British aircraft from his squadron a little. He was behind him close up. His machine gun chattered out another brief series. The British machine seemed to scintillate, glittering and sparkling like a layer of snow in the sunshine. To him up there in the devastating fire, suddenly all effort was broken off. The Englishman went into a steep dive. Boelcke followed him for a little, but then pulled out. The other was done for!

The Englishman headed vertically towards the ground. The machine must have been rotating strongly about its longitudinal axis, for the two wings wrapped themselves fully around the fuselage of the aircraft like a couple of flaps. It looked like a dead butterfly being rolled up on a table by a hand. Never again did I see a similar spectacle when an aircraft was shot down.

Boelcke was making quite a job of it!

The wingless fuselage fell like a stone. Somewhere in open country, quite close by, it hit the ground with a dull thud. When we got nearer to the impact site, the casualty looked like a cleanly swept heap of rubbish. A heap about three metres across! Not the slightest shred outside it. The engine had ploughed deeply into the earth. The corpses of the two occupants would be lying beneath this hill of wreckage, reduced to lumps unrecognisable as having been human. From the outside no body part was visible.

After the first one had gone down, Boelcke had long since turned his attentions to the other four in order to relieve his companion of the brunt. The four British aircraft were banking in narrow circles making it difficult for the attackers to aim.

Now he latched on the nearest. Klak-klak-klak his machine gun rattled. Clearly visible in the glasses was a fine grey-blue streak in the Englishman’s fuselage. He ‘stank’ – hit in the fuel tank! The streak was a stream of escaping petrol. Now we saw a light cloud of smoke. He was afire! And now flames licked out. The machine reared up and fell! It was over! Done for! Nothing more to be done. The second British aircraft went down like a long, bright burning torch followed by thick smoke.

The smouldering remains of this second aircraft hit the ground a couple of kilometres from the first and burnt out. On the way down the pilot had been thrown clear. The half-scorched body had fallen the last 100 metres limbs flailing, tumbling over and over, following the wreckage of the aircraft rushing to earth. Not far from the smoking ruins lay a small human being burnt beyond recognition.

The other fliers admired him. For them he was ‘Father Boelcke’, although at 25 years of age their peer. For them he was ‘The Fighter Pilot’s High Priest’.

Boelcke was killed on 28 October 1916 after an accident over Grévillers Woods. He had been playing chess with Erwin Böhme when called to the Front shortly after four. Leading his Staffel he flew towards the attackers. Manfred von Richthofen was an eye-witness to the catastrophe:

One day we flew to meet the enemy again under the leadership of the great man. One always had such a safe feeling when he was there. There was simply only one Boelcke. Very stormy weather, much cloud. Other aviators never flew by day, only fighter pilots.

From some considerable distance we saw two insolent British over the Front apparently enjoying the rotten weather. There were six of us, and two of them. If there had been twenty of them it would still not have surprised us to receive from Boelcke the signal to attack.

The fight started off in the usual way. Boelcke had one ahead and I had the other. I had to pull back because one of ours got in the way. I looked round and saw Boelcke about 200 metres off getting to work on his victim.

It was the usual scene. Boelcke shot one down, and I looked on. A good friend of Boelcke was flying very close to him. It was an interesting battle. Both were shooting, at any moment the British aircraft would fall. Suddenly I noticed an unnatural movement in the two German aircraft. I thought at once: collision. I had never seen a collision in mid-air and had imagined it differently. In any case it was not a collision at all, but a mere touch. But at the great speed which such an aircraft has, every slight touch is a violent impact.

Boelcke broke off immediately from his opponent and glided towards the ground in a large curve. I still did not have the feeling that he was in trouble, but as he passed below me I saw that he had lost part of his wings. What happened next I was unable to observe, but while in the clouds he lost a whole wing. The aircraft was now out of control and he went down, accompanied by his faithful friend to the last. When we got back, they already knew: ‘Our Boelcke dead!’ One could not take it in.

It was his friend Erwin Böhme who had collided with Boelcke. He came down near an artillery position. The gunners hurried up at once, but there was nothing they could do. Boelcke died of a fractured skull. With a helmet or a parachute he would probably had survived. Böhme, who died one year, one month and one day later, never quite got over the death of Boelcke.

Outwardly I have now pulled myself together to some extent. In the quiet hours, however, I always have that ghastly moment before my eyes when I had to watch my tutor and friend go down, and I am oppressed always by the burning question: why he, the irreplaceable man, and not I, had to be the victim of this blind circumstance? – for neither he nor I bore any blame for the disaster.


Oswald Boelcke

Born on 19 May 1891, he was the son of a secondary school teacher in Dessau. He became a career officer in the Army. In May 1914 he changed over to the aerial corps. At the outbreak of war he flew reconnaissance operations, mostly with his brother Wilhelm. Then he went to Feldfliegerabteilung 62, where he flew the new Fokker singleseater fighters with Immelmann. Almost by themselves they won air supremacy. After the Jagdstaffel were set up, he laid down the theoretical principles for fighter pilots as leader of Jagdstaffel 2. He shone as an organiser and instructor as well as a pilot. His forty aerial victories at this early stage of the war set a milestone. He died on 28 October 1916 after a collision in the air.



Wintgens and Parschau

On 1 July 1915 the Entente fliers were infected by a malady which soon became known as the ‘Fokker Plague’. At six that evening a Morane-Saulnier L of Escadrille MS 48 was flying at 1,300 metres over the German-occupied territory near Lunéville. Captain Paul du Peuty was at the controls and behind him sat his observer, 2nd Lt de Boutiny. Their only armament was a carbine. What else did they need? The Germans were no danger. Suddenly they saw a Fokker monoplan approaching. This was the Fokker M.5K/machine gun, military serial number E.5/15 piloted by Lt Kurt Wintgens of Feldfliegerabteilung 67. Then the unbelievable occurred: a machine gun fired into the French aircraft. A bullet hit the pilot in the leg. Enraged, de Boutiny returned fire with his rifle. The humourless answer by Wintgens was a bullet in the leg for the observer. Now the only thing for it was escape! By the skin of their teeth they made it back to their own lines and made an emergency landing. For the first time a pilot had forced down an enemy with a synchronized machine gun. The French realised that the days of unlimited air supremacy were over. Because the Morane had not landed in German territory, Wintgens aerial victory could not be confirmed.

Kurt Wintgens, the son of an officer, was born on 1 August 1894 at Neustadt an der Saale and after obtaining his school-leaving certificate entered the military. After deployment on the Eastern Front with a telegraphy batallion he went into the aerial corps. He obtained his pilot’s licence with Fokkers at Schwerin and got to know the industrialist. Therefore he was one of the first to have a monoplane later. Soon he obtained confirmed aerial victories. In July 1916 he was one of the first pilots to receive the Pour le Mérite. He often flew operationally with the later ace Höhndorf, and fell on 25 September 1916 with a tally of nineteen aerial victories.

Otto Parschau was born on 11 November 1890 in East Prussia, the son of the owner of a manorial estate. He volunteered for the career of Army officer, but in 1913 transferred into the aerial branch. He carried out reconnaissance flights on the Western front from the earliest days of the war, was the first man to fly the Fokker monoplane and like Wintgens in July 1916, received the Pour le Mérite. As commanding officer of Kampfgeschwader 1 (a bomber squadron) he had little opportunity to fly fighter missions. He was seriously wounded in an aerial fight with six Entente machines and died in a military hospital.

Gustav Leffers, born in Wilhelmshaven on 2 January 1895, was also amongst the early monoplane pilots. He was training as a marine engineer when war broke out and became one of the first to transfer to aviation. He started off as a flier for the artillery but by the end of 1915 was occupying the cockpit of a Fokker monoplane. He celebrated his first aerial victory on 5 December 1915. He was stationed at KEK Bertincourt from where the later Jagdstaffel 1 would originate – with Leffers, decorated with the Pour le Mérite on 25 October 1916. He was one of the few German airmen to fly using a captured machine: a Nieuport 16 armed with a Spandau machine gun. Unfortunately Christmas 1916 was his last, losing his life in an aerial battle on 27 December.

Nothing but death! The following fact is especially sobering: of the fifteen original Fokker pilots in 1915, none lived to see 1917. The last of the ‘Old Guard’ was Rudolph Berthold, who joined their ranks at the beginning of 1916.
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Tragic: Kurt Wintgens was flying in company with his friend Höhndorf when his Fokker single-seater received a hit in the fuel tank and caught fire. Wintgens had no chance of surviving. At the interment, Höhndorf bore on a cushion Wintgens’ many decorations, amongst them the Pour le Mérite.
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The Bavarian ace Fritz Röth (second from left) and at the right next to him Eduard Schleich wearing the Pour le Mérite. Schleich had good reason to laugh, for in the last weeks of the war he was given command of the new Jagdgeschwader 4. After the war he joined the Nazi Party, served as an NSDAP representative in the Reichstag and founded the SS-Flying Corps. In the Second World War he served as a Luftwaffe General.

Röth committed suicide on 31 December 1918 in despair at the German defeat. Both pilots were decorated with the Bavarian Military-Max-Josephs-Order and elevated to the nobility at the same time.

After his fifth aerial victory the aviation pioneer Adolphe Pégoud was hailed by the French Press as an ‘ace’. That was the origin of the term.




CHAPTER TWO

What is an Ace?

‘Second Lt. (Reserve) Adolphe Pégoud of Escadrille MS.49 is indescribably brave and imbued with fighting spirit, but is also a cautious and capable pilot....On countless occasions he has attacked heavily armed aircraft alone, displaying constantly his bravery and daring.’
 From the citation for the award of the Cross of the Legion of Honour to Adolphe Pégoud

The British took it over and spoke of a ‘fighter ace’. In Germany a pilot was a ‘cannon’ after his tenth victory even though the first Pour le Mérite were awarded initially after eight victories. Later the requirement was greater. In the German Army aviation branch, a pilot who shot down an enemy aircraft was awarded a drinking cup of honour (Ehrenbecher) engraved ‘To the Victor in an Aerial Battle’ (Dem Sieger im Luftkampfe) and received a certificate signed personally by Kogenluft Hoeppner. The Front aviators were very proud of this award, for it was something which the office fliers with the red stripe down their pants could never win. For the British, public fame for an airman was a great exception. The Royal Flying Corps did everything to play down personal recognition.

In the Entente, every pilot or observer who was credited with at least five aircraft shot down was counted as an ace, although this assessment was never uniformly defined. As the case of William Bishop shows, it was entirely possible to have aerial victories or deeds of heroism recognised officially even in the absence of witnesses. It was simply a question of the standing of a pilot in the eyes of his superiors.

In response to an enquiry by his mother, Max Immelmann complained about the nine alleged German aircraft said to have been shot down by the French pilot Navarre:
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Feldfliegerabteilung 62. Third from the left Albert Österreicher, then Boelcke, Commanding Officer Captain Kastner, Immelmann and the later ace Ernst Hess. Rear row far left is Immelmann’s model pupil Max Mulzer.



Herr Navarre’s nine aircraft are a fabrication, perhaps five of them landed behind the German lines. In order to count them in one’s tally if they fell behind enemy lines, the important thing is that aircraft and crew were rendered harmless.

The last sentence and a critical note for the Reichstag were deleted by his publisher from Immelmann’s little war book Meine Kampfflüge.

Whereas the Entente pilots had the greater difficulty in making for home on account of the prevailing westerly wind, they had the advantage from the outset that their successes were recognised on the other side of the enemy Front. It was often sufficient for it to be thought that the enemy aircraft was bound to crash out of control. Such proof was obviously not forthcoming from enemy ground troops. Because the Germans frequently used to put their aircraft in a headlong dive in dangerous situations in the attempt to escape, there were many phantom incidents credited as ‘shooting downs’ where the German pilot had pulled out of the dive and wobbled his way home comfortably. Later, German pilots would also be credited with aerial victories in the same way over Entente territories. For many claims the proof would be found in the archives long after while for others the confirmation was not found to exist. There will never be perfect statistics, not least because many files have not survived.

For the Italians, an aerial victory had to be confirmed by another pilot or an observer on the ground in order to be credited. On rare occasions, pilots upon whose word one could rely might be credited with an unobserved victory on the strength of their personality alone. Additionally, confirmation from prisoners of war might be admissible. Sometimes confirmation of an aerial victory might come weeks later. Very often amongst the Italians the aerial victories of several pilots would be credited as a group and then each individual pilot would book a victory. This obviously distorted the statistics hugely, for there might be a case in which one Austrian was shot down and four Italian pilots each got full credit for it. Accordingly the number of enemy aircraft ‘shot down’ by Italian pilots was far greater than the enemy losses. There were aces such as Michetti and Parvis who were unable to prove a single kill not made by either alone. In January 1919 the Comando Generale di Aeronautica investigated each individual claim for an aerial victory and subsequently drew up an official list and ranking of aces.

Crediting aerial victories was a great administrative exercise for German officialdom. Thus after a pilot’s first claim a letter would make itself through channels:

The Commanding General, Aerial Forces
Grand HQ, 19.3.1917
No. 102 425 Fl.1
The shooting down of a Vickers single-seater on 6.3.1917 has been credited to Lt Ritter von Tutschek, Fighter-Staffel Boelcke, as his first victorious aerial battle.

I therefore award Lt.Ritter von Tutschek the Drinking Cup of Honour ‘To the Victor in an Aerial Battle.’

The Possessor’s Certificate is to be detached and handed to the recipient. Receipt is to be confirmed below. An order follows regarding the collection of the Drinking Cup of Honour.

1 Possessor’s Certificate, 5 attachments.

Signed: von Hoeppner
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The two heads of the German Army aerial troops. At the left is Lt-Colonel von der Lieth-Thomsen who acted as Chief of the General Staff of Aerial Forces. At the right is the Commanding General, Aerial Forces (Kogenluft) Lt-General Ernst von Hoeppner. Between them stands Manfred von Richthofen, the figurehead of the aerial troops.



Prior to this, a detailed report had had to be made out, and at least one neutral witness was required to confirm the asserted facts. In the first year enemy aircraft which fell behind their own lines did not count. Furthermore only one pilot could be given credit for an aircraft shot down even if a number of German aircraft had been firing at the victim. If there was no clear picture of the occurrence, nobody was credited with it. Later in order to avoid such a situation, it often happened that the pilots would agree amongst themselves beforehand who would get the credit. As a rule the Germans were very restrictive and fastidious. For this reason it appears today that the British had many more aces although the actual tally of German victories was much higher.

At the outset it was prescribed that a pilot would receive the Pour le Mérite after eight confirmed victories. With Richthofen sixteen were necessary and towards the end of 1918 the figure was thirty. As the number of Front aircraft rose daily so also did the probability of coming across enemy machines increase considerably, much more so for example than at the time of Immelmann, whose hunting district was avoided by the enemy.

Often it seemed that the ‘Blue Max’ brought misfortune with it. Tutschek was awarded it on 7 August 1917. Four days later he was wounded in action – wearing a cardboard imitation. 2nd Lt Baron von Beaulieu-Marconnay died on the day he received it. The names of 2nd Lt Göttsch and 2nd Lt Pippart were submitted for the Pour le Mérite but both fell in action before the award was made.

Public interest grew. The Berlin postcard marketer Willi Sanke turned out more than 600 postcards bearing the portrait of known fliers, which found a ready sale. Aircraft were also photographed. Many of the photos in this book come from this source.

The prospect of fame and Press ballyhoo took many pilots under its spell. Anybody who could do so sought a way to belong in this circle of warriors. Thus in the various Jagdstaffel the pilot elite was reborn. This weakened the reconnaissance units, which now had to make do with beginners. The aircraft parks now became a sort of market: who got which newcomer? As a rule the route into the Jagdstaffel could only be found by proven ability in a two-seater.

There was also an opportunity for fame with the reconnaissance units was shown by a citation in the Army Report of 25 May 1918: ‘The crew of an observer aircraft, 2nd Lt Eisenmenger and Vice-Sergeant Gmund, shot down four aircraft from a flight of six British fighter single-seaters on 23 May.’

The two airmen, members of Fliegerabteilung (A) 263, had been flying a calibration operation for the artillery in their LVG (Luftverkehrsgesellschaft) CV. What happened next was reported in the following terms by Eisenmenger:

Towards eleven o’clock aerial battle over Miraumont (west of Bapaume) with four Sopwith single-seaters at 1500 metres. Hit one in rudder and one in strut. After fight one Sopwith went down in direction Front. Calibration broken off prematurely, damage to rudder control.

Nothing very special about that, a minor skirmish, but then something happened which must have surprised the two airman more than anybody. Not only was the one victim confirmed which had gone down in flames over German territory, but now reports came in from several command posts that the other three had been so seriously damaged as to make forced landings behind the German lines. The machine gun-gunner Eisenmenger had not claimed any of these. Naturally a discussion followed and the British admitted only two aircraft missing. It is typical of how much history lies hidden in the mists.

The most successful German duo were Sergeant Friedrich Huffzky and his observer Gottfried Ehrmann of Schlasta (Bomber-Staffel) 15 who together in a Halberstadt CL.II defeated nine opponents.

Unlike the Pour le Mérite the two highest decorations of the Entente Powers, namely the French Cross of the Legion of Honour and the Victoria Cross of the British Empire, were not awarded after a specific number of aircraft or observation balloons had been shot down. Both were awarded for single acts of valour, or often for the sum of various such acts. It even happened that the VC was awarded for a glorious failure. Another difference was that both these Entente decorations could be awarded posthumously whereas only a living officer could receive the Pour le Mérite.

Days of Major Battle: Massed Aces

The first great air battle occurred at the end of November 1916 over Biache Maisonette, just south of Péronne.

The assault to recapture the farmstead had been ordered for three in the afternoon. Three hours earlier the artillery had begun a softening-up bombardment. Between three and four-thirty my Jagdstaffel was to patrol at high and medium altitude to cover the activities of the artillery- and infantry-fliers above the ground troops.

It was an unobjectionable November afternoon. When we arrived at the Front – Frankl was leading a flight of six aircraft above me, I had another six at 2500 metres – many of our fliers had assembled and were spotting for the artillery. We flew through them and took the lead. They all fell in behind us in order to advance with us to the theatre ahead.

Ahead of us some Caudrons, covered by a few Nieuports, were making their escape towards the enemy lines. Thus without actually making an attack we got to the line of the enemy observation balloons. There we stopped. High above me Frankl appeared now and again with his six faithful followers before disappearing into the mists once more while I tried to sneak up unnoticed on a Caudron and a Nieuport. We held the land like that for twenty minutes, then the first Nieuports turned up to make things lively.

Seldom must the eyes have been so strained as in those hours. Each side had about 100 machines in the air and often when aircraft met it would be at the last second before one could make out if the other was friend or foe. The whole thing turned into two great cylinders rolling around each other. One came across an enemy, the enemy pulled back, then the two machines went down in a spin in order to disengage from the other and return seeking height. The one which climbed faster was superior. He could perform this figure twice while the slower aircraft did it only once.

Shortly after the battle began I had only one companion with me, the others were occupied attacking wherever they could. When a Nieuport plunged down for me and I was banking towards him, a Fokker, which had not been watching, flew between us and fell below out of control to the ground. The Nieuport, noticing at once that I was doing everything possible to get my hands on him, spun down hastily to the West.

In the free moments catching one’s breath, it was noticed how the little points and crosses resembled great birds of prey, how they went down into the depths together, drawing others left and right down with them.
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Josef Veltjens wearing the Iron Cross and Flying Badge before receiving the award of the ‘Blue Max’. Born on 2 June 1894 at Geldern/Lower Rhine, he obtained his school-leaving certificate in Berlin and studied engineering at Charlottenburg. Being one of the first wartime volunteers he was at the Front on 7 August 1914. One year later he was transferred into the aerial corps where he obtained his pilot’s licence in only two weeks. In March 1917 he was attached to Berthold’s Fighter-Staffel 14. Guided by this experienced ace, he became a very successful fighter pilot himself with 37 aerial victories.



After half an hour the enemy must have been at the highest state of readiness. The airspace of the hunt swarmed with red, white and blue roundels which were all fighter aircraft. It required a tremendous amount of energy to keep the upper hand, especially since our aircraft were forced continually to intercept from below and prevent them breaking through to the artillery- and infantryfliers.

In the course of the manoeuvrings I met elements of mine, who rejoined me immediately. Then we penetrated into the enemy again. Again and again the great biplanes turned ahead with us, which our brown rats knew well.

It was a wonderful feeling to break through into the enemy multitude leading this mass of countless aircraft. I felt the power and energy in the thousands of horse-power being hurled against our opponents. If only one could have flown above them over there knocking them down as the Hussars once did! Instead, all we did was circle and plunge.

After ninety minutes there was a slackening of effort on both sides. No wonder after such a period of straining every nerve and physical skill, keeping the control stick in endless motion, never a half minute of flying straight and level. The eyes began to goggle and no longer transmit their observations to the brain...

Then the first Albatrosses of another Staffel arrived to relieve us. I was overjoyed to discover that all my pilots had come throught it unscathed. So far as it had been possible the ground crews had watched the battle through binoculars and now helped peel the furs from aching bones.

We had held the terrain and although other Staffel had not come off so well, we had no losses ourselves. Many of us had been firing for long periods but nobody had a claim to make. Who wanted to pursue an opponent through that tumult?

On average, the losses occasioned during such aerial battles amounted to about two per cent.


CHAPTER THREE

Jagd-Staffel, Escadrilles and Squadrons

‘Attitudes of devil-may-care and overconfidence mostly bring death. The Jasta must fly as a unit with team spirit amongst all pilots. The signals of the leader must be followed.’ 
(From the Dicta Boelcke of the Jagdstaffel 2 commander, Oswald Boelcke)

Erecting the Structures

France pushed ahead with setting up its military aviation branch. In October 1914 its War Ministry ordered uniformity of the aircraft parks. The Voisin III was to be supplied as a bomber, The Caudron G.III as an artillery spotter, the Farman biplane for reconnaissance and the Morane-Saulnier ‘Parasol’ as a fighter. There were to be 65 escadrilles. Besides this there were various modifications to the structure which improved matters for the men.

During the Battle of Verdun in 1916, four French escadrilles were merged into a single unit under the command of Major Tricornot de Rose. The unit was named ‘Storks’ after the best escadrilles involved. Other escadrilles adopted the stork emblem and had it painted on their aircraft. The Kogenluft copied the restructuring and set up Jagdgeschwader 1, a fighter squadron. A French peculiarity was to name their escadrilles after the aircraft types used. Thus Escadrille 3 which used Morane-Saulnier machines was MS.3, and when it changed over later to Nieuports it renumbered itself N.3, and with the SPAD became SPA.3.
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The Guynemer Memorial on a main road roundabout at Poelcapelle, Western Flanders, Belgium. At the crown of the memorial is a flying stork, the symbol of Georges Guynemer’s Escadrille and later of the famous Stork Squadron. The French idol was shot down near this village.



The Germans introduced some changes from August 1916. Singleseater fighters were all removed from Army Fliegerabteilungen and formed into Staffels. These Jagdstaffel units, Jasta for short, each had four to six aircraft. The Entente units were twice the size and as a rule had twelve machines.

The British had already arranged their aircraft into squadrons before the war, separated out according to operational usage. Such a squadron would have twelve aircraft. From November 1914 a number of squadrons were grouped up into Wings, a Wing being approximately the size of a German Geschwader. From August 1915 these Wings were then grouped into Brigades.

The Royal Air Force was the world’s first independent military aviation organisation. On 1 April 1918 the Royal Flying Corps (Army) and the Royal Naval Air Service were merged to become fully independent. This eliminated all the wrangling over jurisdiction and the problems of class distinction. The RAF now acted at its own discretion. This ‘declaration of independence’ was not followed by the other belligerent Powers for the time being.

Communications and Signals

National identity was shown by symbols or the paintwork of the aircraft. The Germans and Austrians painted the ‘Iron Cross’, a black Maltesetype cross on a white ground or with white edging on the wings, fuselage and tailplane, replaced in 1918 by the more simple Balkan Cross. Turkish aircraft wore a black square on a white ground. Bulgaria had a black ‘X’ on a white ground or simply followed the German markings. The Entente had roundels of three colours; for the French red, white and blue with blue at the centre: for the British it was blue, white and red, the red being smaller in size than the central blue of the French. The Belgian roundel was red, yellow and black, the Italian red, white and green, the American red, blue and white. The Russian marking was a white disc with a bluered edging.

As a rule the rudders of Allied aircraft were painted longitudinally from left to right: Belgium, black, yellow, red: Great Britain red, white and blue: France, blue, white and red: Italy, green, white and red: Russia and the United States both white, blue and red.

Contrary to the Second World War where pìlots could communicate by radio, the fliers of the First World War used a system of signals. Signalling by hand and flare were possible. Pilots had flares of various colours for the purpose, attached to the side of the fuselage: flares were also fired up from the ground. Airman called the cartridges ‘light radishes’ being round and red-painted with a ‘little radish tail’. Naturally the cardboard tube with trigger from which the flare was fired was known as the ‘radish cannon’.

Many aircraft had individual markings such as a colour of personal choice, a letter, numeral or symbol. Richthofen was well-known for his red-painted machine. His Staffel was also painted red, with each pilot adding a dominant supplementary colour of his own. The Allies had storks, Red Indian heads, dragons, top hats and many other recognition symbols painted on the fuselage. Each escadron or squadron carried the same symbols. Guynemer called his machines ‘Vieux Charles’ – ‘Old Charlie’ and numbered them consecutively. René Dorme’s aircraft were named ‘Père Dorme’: Ernst Udet had the word ‘Lo’ painted on his machine, the name of his girlfriend.

Pennants were also attached to aircraft. Long red pennants were affixed at the rear edge of the lower wings of German naval aircraft. Very frequently, Staffel leaders would attach pennants or long, narrow strips of material below the wing or to the struts. This would always indicate to an enemy that he was not facing a novice.

Training

The flying schools were of decisive importance. They were initially a manufacturer’s annexe. Later the armies of the individual German states set up their own flying schools. The system had several stages. First the candidate learned to fly and was then seconded to the flight reserve unit and received his further training either there or at a special institute, for example a fighter pilot’s school. Another stage was training at Staffel. Here the skill and experience of the Staffel leader was especially important for training. This can be seen from the very variable achievements of the different Staffel.

How should one imagine such training? The American Jack Morris Wright described a day at a flight training school in France as follows:

We get up at five o’clock (unpleasant), have breakfast and go to the airfield at 630 where we fly until 930. As you know, the weather is not good for flying. Then we have instruction until 1030 and lunch at 11. From 11 until 1500 hrs there is absolute quiet and believe me, we need it! I have discovered that flying not only makes you tired but tense too. Every day two lorries drive into town and one can walk round in Tours until 1530 hrs if we have ‘goûter’. At 1600 hrs we have instruction until 1630 hrs. Then we fly until 1730 hrs and have dinner at 1800 hrs. Normally we go to bed straight after although we are free to spend the whole night out if we want to. That would not be very clever, however, if we don’t want to break up a crate the next day. One has to go through dual training. First you follow the movements of your pilot, then bit by bit he gives you more control over the machine until finally he goes with you through the landing. Landing is the most difficult part of flying.

The pilot had a great number of things to bear in mind. In those years technical control and aids were totally absent. After take-off for example it was important to fly straight for as long as possible, for if the pilot banked too early he could stall the engine. In the worst case a crash threatened.

Different flying techniques were also necessary if one had a series motor or rotary engine under the bonnet. The rotary engine is very light and practical thanks to air-cooling but it also tends to drag the aircraft off its heading. The pilot had to correct for this. The high oil wastage of these motors could affect the pilot by spraying oil on his goggles.

Again and again technical problems surfaced. The pilots could generally deal with these themselves after training. There would be an army of mechanics available at the airfield, seasoned hands who had all kinds of tricks at their fingertips and could often tickle the last ounce of usefulness from the aircraft.

Many of the pilots had technical backgrounds or brought relevant knowledge from a study of engineering. These men would then be qualified as ‘operational test pilots’ so to speak, competent to describe important problems to manufacturers or make suggestions for improvements.
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The letter on the aircraft fuselage appeared frequently as a recognition symbol. This ‘M’ is the initial of the pilot’s surname. The oldest German fighter pilot was Karl Menckhoff, born on 14 April 1883, the son of a Herford factory owner. In the first year of the war Menckhoff distinguished himself with the infantry and was decorated with the Iron Cross First and Second Class. After a serious illness he decided he would like to be a pilot. His ‘unmilitary manner’ gave offence however, even in the aerial corps, but because of the pressing need for Front fliers his superiors were prepared to overlook it. On 5 April 1917 he obtained his first aerial victory. A year later he was awarded the Pour le Mérite. He became leader of Jasta 72. He led so well that he lost only one man. His victories affected him psychologically however. Once he was reported to have said, ‘Terrible, those poor devils are still burning.’ After forty-two victories he was shot down and taken prisoner. Because he was considered by many to have been the victor over Guynemer, he was detained long after the war. In August 1919 he escaped to Germany.
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Relaxing in deckchairs and observing the sky through binoculars. Always with some dog or other present. Looking at the camera is Ernst Udet. Apparently the sun got in his eyes. The Staffel was the smallest organised unit of the German aerial forces, about half the size of the opposing British squadrons. The Staffels also frequently had more aircraft types operational than the Entente.




CHAPTER FOUR

Organisation and Operations

Aircraft Types

If aircraft at the beginning of the war were purely instruments to observe enemy activities on the ground, over the course of time various aircraft types evolved for a number of other purposes.

Early on pilots were thinking about dropping bombs from aircraft. Here there were two problems: the machines could not carry much weight and the crew had no proper bombsight, but had to rely on rule of thumb. As ever larger aircraft were designed in the course of the conflict, both sides succeeded in manufacturing aircraft able to carry a bombload of two to three tonnes. To do so, fighter protection became ever more important, for bombers were not nimble. Bomb-aiming devices were improved as the war went on, but bombers were still not very accurate, and particularly at the higher altitudes a hit was a matter of luck.

Schutz-Staffel (Protection Staffel) with two-seater aircraft armed front and rear with an machine gun were formed from 1916. These machines also made attacks on ground targets and trenches. Later the aircraft were given armour on the underside of the fuselage. Now one spoke of Schlacht-Staffel (Fighter-bomber Staffel) and Infantry pilots. Their contribution to short-range reconnaissance of the enemy became increasingly important. With heavily armoured and powerfully armed machines such as the Halberstadt CL.II, Germany’s aerial forces caused great irritation in the enemy’s trench systems. It soon became the practice for fighter pilots to fire their remaining ammunition into enemy trenches at the end of an operation. This greatly cheered German ground troops.

Fighter aircraft began with the French. The Germans needed a lot more time for the development because they had no air-cooled machine guns. Fighter pilots sought not only their own kind, but were also important for bomber interception. Such an operation was described by a pilot thus:

My telephone rattled at five in the morning. ‘British bomber squadron approaching.’

‘Aircraft take off at once,’ I replied. Out of the eiderdown and after more than cursory ablutions quickly into my oilskin overalls. Outside everybody was running to the bunkers. They all knew the air attacks which had been aimed against my Staffel almost every night in the last few weeks. They were almost overhead and at very high altitude. I ran along the village street to my crate. Our first aircraft were already gaining height. I heard a long-drawnout whistling and threw myself to the ground. Boom! The bomb exploded. I jumped up again, heading for the aircraft. The propellor was already turning. Climb in and go. The bombs cratered the airfield but none of our aircraft was hit. Ground- and take-off crews were in the bunkers. A bomb hit 20 to 30 metres in front of the big hangar.

My lust for a fight was inflamed. On my flare signals my ‘club’ formed up behind me and I headed for the British Gitterschwänze (metal-skeleton-fuselages) high above us. Cutting all corners on the turns we got closer and closer to the Tommies. They were making a determined attempt to get back to their lines towards Arras. Now we overtook them. My machine gun began to hammer away at the rearmost one and at a stroke the whole company turned about and came for us.

The illuminated threads of the tracer ammunition whistled around my ears. I made myself as small as possible behind my engine and passed below the enemy squadron roaring along a few metres above me. I turned again and got behind them once more. An FE (Fighting Experimental) was hanging a little back from the squadron. I got close to his tail and fired. The motor was shot to pieces. The enemy pilot angled his aircraft steeply nose down, the observer stood up, took his machine gun and aimed. Before he could fire he collapsed, shot through the chest from behind. Now we had it easy. My team were busy with other Gitterschwänze and prevented them from intervening. In steep spirals I twisted and turned downwards behind my FE and shortly afterwards his wing hit the ground, the aircraft coming to rest with the nose in the earth and the tail sticking up in the air, the position being 4 to 5 kilometres behind our most forward lines and close to a railway embankment. The pilot dragged his dead colleague out of the aircraft and was then captured by German ground troops who came hurrying up. I made a mental note of the crash site and then climbed back up to where the fight was continuing. Another Gitterschwanz soared downwards in a spiral out of control, close behind him a red Albatros, therefore Richthofen. This aircraft hit the ground not 300 metres from my own wreck. And look you, there was a third and a fourth. Within a radius of 2 kilometres, four British headed nose down, stretching out their Gitterschwanz and tail towards the sky. The bombing raid, which incidentally had not done any damage, had turned out badly for their poor squadron. Since then, bombing raids against our airfield have become a great rarity.

This attack took place against the Jasta 12 airfield shortly before 8am on 30 April 1917. The captured British airmen were Edward Dudley Jennings and his observer John Robinson Lingard of 57 Squadron in an FE2b. Ritter von Tutschek, Staffel leader of 12 Jasta, claimed it as the fourth victory.

The reconnaissance units were also significantly improved. Fixed cameras were installed and of better quality. The artillery batteries could be directed by radio. The service ceiling rose enormously. Aircraft such as the Rumpler C.VII got as high as 7,300 metres and the crew had to be provided with oxygen masks.

Supply and Aircraft Parks

Without ground personnel a Jagdstaffel could not exist. Of equal importance, however, were the ‘wholesalers’ in the occupied regions between the German front lines and Germany (Etappe). The Army Aircraft Parks (AFP) attached to individual armies – as also for a considerable time were the aviators themselves – looked after the supply of machines, spare parts, fuel and personnel. Major repairs were handled there. They had lorries for transporting from the railway yards brand new aircraft either not yet assembled or reduced to component parts for transport. The AFPs also held training courses or trained air crew on new types. Captured enemy aircraft in good condition were brought here so that test pilots could determine the good and bad points of these machines. This was very useful for airmen at the Front, for whoever knew the weaknesses and strengths of a particular enemy aircraft he was about to face was already advantageously placed for the duel. Pilots returning to the Front after a long stay in a military hospital often spent their first few days here, for the tasks in hand required many staff. Towards the end of the war about, 1,000 men would be employed in such an aircraft park. The AFP officers were given the friendly nickname ‘park lions’ by frontline fliers.
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The German balloon ace Fritz Röth in front of his Albatros D.Va of the Bavarian Jasta 16b. Most probably in this machine he flew the operation of 29 May 1918 described in the text of this chapter. Tethered balloons were Röth’s great passion. The Bavarian was called by his comrades ‘The Balloon Scourge of Amiens’.



Besides reconnaissance aircraft, from August 1914 the armies of both sides used observation balloons. The German balloons were organised into Field-Airship Sections. Later they came under the Kogenluft. The balloons were attached to a hawser and released upwards. There would be one or two observers in a basket equipped with binoculars or cameras whose duty was to observe the area below and report. This was done by dropping messages in capsules or by carrier pigeon. Later the observer would bring aboard a telephone and landline. If a balloon was shot down by a fighter, the crew had only one possibility of survival – by parachute. The observation balloon was lowered by winching in. The field-airship sections had a lorry for developing photographic negatives on the spot. In the course of the war the Allies destroyed 240 balloons. Shooting down a balloon, or ‘grilling a sausage’ as the British called it, was an extremely dangerous manouevre. Amongst pilots there were some seized by ‘balloon fever’. These large bags of hydrogen gas had a magical effect on them. For aircraft they had no interest.

One of the greatest balloon specialists was Fritz Röth. Participant Friedrich Schilling described Röth’s most successful day, 29 May 1918 towards 1600 hrs, and not, as mentioned below, at midday:

In May 1918, Röth had an exceptionally successful flight after the British sent up an unusual number of balloons on the Flanders Front.

The anti-aircraft defences there were not paper tigers, but over the months Röth had evolved diversified tactics, and especially using the element of surprise and swiftness of attack, he had obtained much success and eluded the enemy defence.

At midday the chances seemed particularly favourable. Like a fox near the hen house, first he had taken a very good look at the shimmering skies over the Front. Great heat! The air was filled with a profound stillness. Midday hours when everybody dozed. A stiff north-north-westerly wind. Strange how it all fitted together!

Now he sat in his Fokker D-VII single-seater fighter. Full throttle! A couple of short, elegant hops over the green field and he took off steeply, banked and climbed cat-like to 2,500 metres where, over Werwicq-Roulers, he turned into the wind to attack the unsuspecting yellow gas bags over enemy lines.

South of Dixmuiden he drifted and allowed the tail wind to push him towards the targets like greased lightning.

On the Dixmuiden-Poperinghe-Hazebrouck line, AA boys and defensive-machine gun uncles were awakened rudely from their midday nap and gave the German fighter a frenzied welcome. It roared like a devil amongst the balloons, and before the Tommies realized what was afoot, one balloon after another was engulfed by tongues of flame from Röth’s incendiary ammunition.

One after another, small bundles rapidly abandoned their baskets and tumbled into the depths. Snow-white parachutes deployed. The British gentlemen observers glided earthwards. Röth left them to it.

The gas bags had been set at heights between 500 and 1,000 metres, a comfortable altitude for the anti-aircraft fire. Banking madly and in zig-zags, continuously changing heading and height, Röth had snaked from one to another. After destroying the third balloon and before attacking the fourth, a British SPAD singleseater fighter had plunged towards the German with a loud howl. Röth simply turned about and gave Mr X a burst of machine gun fire ahead of his nose, forcing him to bear away fast. At the moment Röth shook him off, he ablaze set the fourth balloon and a few minutes later the fifth.

He would like to have had his sixth and seventh which were still standing over Hazebrouck, but he would have been surrounded by three enemy single-seaters and so, nose-down, he crossed above the Front at Merville. Five balloons with 220 rounds in less than a quarter of an hour, that was well done!

Observation balloons, the hinterland behind the German Front and the aircraft parks were protected by flak guns. Their quota of ammunition was 5,040 rounds. That was what a unit required on average to shoot down an aircraft. As weapons systems improved later this quota was reduced. In 1914, to bring down an aircraft, flying at the slower speed of the time, needed on average 11,500 rounds. In 1918 the Germans had around 2,500 flak cannons. The most powerful of these were of 8.8 and 10.5 cm calibre. In 1918 they shot down 748 aircraft, twice as many as the best Jagdstaffel had achieved throughout the entire war. The German flak shot down a total of 1,588 aircraft and two dirigibles in the war. The most difficult conditions for enemy anti-aircraft gunnery occurred when facing into the rising sun at dawn. Therefore, attacks on balloons or bombing raids were elected to be flown by the Germans at this hour. The enormous number of combustion time-fuse failures caused problems for the German flak. The projectile was supposed to explode in the air, but the failures did not explode until they hit the ground, endangering any troops there. During the war there was a decisive improvement in range-and height-finding instrumentation. The flak also shouldered the task of aircraft reporting.

Fighter Tactics

In 1917 the average survival time of a British pilot at the Front was three weeks. The primary cause of this short lifetime was that after a basic training of taking-off, landing, banking and not much else, they were thrust directly into a cockpit and flew missions.

The Germans on the other hand placed great emphasis on the comprehensive training of their pilots. Only a man who showed special aptitude in a two-seater would get his chance of training at a Jasta-school.

Initially training was undertaking only at manufacturers. In 1916 more pilots were required than the capacity of these schools. Therefore, the Reich Army set up its own flying schools, instruction being given generally on older machines. Therefore, Flying School 4 at Lechfeld Camp had fourteen different types of aircraft for different manufacturers. Many machines were Front-rejects. Often machines were written off as the result of training crashes or hangar fires. Good and efficient training prevented many kinds of problems. An immense time was spent in the air. For example in February 1917 at Flying School 4 Lechfeld, 1,253 flights were made, and 1,541 in March. Seeing those figures the losses were not so bad. In the twenty months between 18 February 1917 and 18 October 1918, 42 of these aircraft crashed killing 44 persons.

Contrary to Entente fliers, the German Staffels never had the opportunity to fly training exercises in the Etappe or practice formation flying. Because of the shortage of pilots the Germans were constantly at the Front, which was also the case with their soldiers in the trenches. They had to hold out while the enemy regiments were relieved regularly and could rest behind the lines.

As time went on, experienced German pilots evolved pure tactics for aerial fighting. The outstanding figure here was Captain Boelcke. He kept an eye on his men during missions, assessed their characteristics, suggested ways to improve. He distributed his list of seven points to his own people and sent copies to all other Staffels. This was the so-called Dicta Boelcke:

1. Always search for a better position than your opponent has. Climb initially to high altitude and then only attack when your opponent is not expecting it. Always attack from behind.

2. Always try to position yourself with the sun at your back. This will blind your opponent and prevent him from taking careful aim.

3. Never fire your machine gun from long distance or when you do not have an opponent precisely in your sights.

4. Attack when your opponent does not expect it or is engaged with other activities, (eg bombing, reconnaissance).

5. Never take flight when an enemy aircraft fires at you, but turn and attack him.

6. Follow your opponent with your eyes and do not let him escape by a trick. If your opponent is damaged, follow him down until he crashes in order to be certain that he has not escaped.

7. Attitudes of devil-may-care and overconfidence mostly bring death. The Jasta must fly as a unit with team spirit amongst all pilots. The signals of the leader must be followed.

Boelcke also used to provide his people with information about enemy aircraft which he had obtained in aerial battles or test-flying captured machines. His judgment of the French Nieuport was: ‘Very manoeuvrable and fast. Mostly loses height in a long banking battle. Attack if possible from behind, as close as possible.’ And it was important to him to seek common success in flying in formation. The era of the lone fighter pilot was for him largely over. The important thing was the victory of the Staffel, not which pilot got the credit. For his students, every word he said was gospel, as Manfred von Richthofen reported.

Boelcke liked to fire a short burst at his chosen opponent from very long range. The idea was not to hit him but to ‘sound him out’. The enemy pilot would become uneasy and eventually separate from the group. Boelcke would then approach ever closer. How close? Boelcke told us: ‘I do not fire until I can see the strap of the goggles on my opponent’s flying helmet. That is everything.’ This tactic was recalled by his student Manfred von Richthofen.

Another inspiring instructor was Raoul Lufbery, a veteran of the Escadrille Lafayette, who trained the many novices from the United States in operational flying. Rickenbacker wrote in 1919:

Suddenly I noticed Major Lufbery near me. Almost subconsciously I followed his manoeuvres and got to understand slowly that every flying movement that he executed was like a word of encouragement for me. His aircraft seemed to speak to me, to quieten my agitated mood, to show me that no danger threatened so long as I followed his wise instruction.

One of the most famous differences in pilots’ manner of fighting was remarked upon by Manfred von Richthofen.

My father differentiated between a huntsman, and a shooter whose only pleasure is shooting. If I had just shot down a British aircraft, my passion for the hunt would now be satisfied for the next quarter of an hour, and I would not shoot down two British aircraft in quick succession. If one went down, I had the unrestrained feeling of satisfaction. Not until very, very much later did I get over that and train myself to be a shooter.

For my brother it was different. I had the opportunity to observe him shooting down his fourth and fifth opponents. We were attacking a squadron. I had the first, my opponent was soon disposed of. I looked around and saw my brother sitting behind a British aircraft. It was on fire and the machine then exploded. There was a second machine flying near the first. This first one had not gone down yet and was still in the air. My brother shifted from the first target to the other one and opened fire, but hardly moved away. After a short battle the second aircraft fell.

Back at the airfield he asked me proudly, ‘How many did you shoot down?’ I replied modestly, ‘One.’

He turned his back and said, ‘I got two.’ At this I sent him ahead to get their names, etc. He returned in the late afternoon having found only one. His search had therefore been poor, as is the case with shooters like him. Not until the following day did the ground troops report where the other one was. That he had gone down was something we all knew.

During this operation on 13 April 1917, Jagdstaffel 11 had attacked a group of six RE8 two-seaters from 59 Squadron. All six were shot down. Lothar von Richthofen knocked off two machines within a minute. There were no survivors.

With the increased production of new types the skies were gradually filling. At the end of November 1916 there occurred a proper aerial battle for the first time. This occurred over Blanche Maisonette, south of Péronne. One report of it appears in Chapter Three. The losses on such days of major battles were as a rule not particularly high at 2 per cent of the participating aircraft. Ther reason here was that machines covered each other so that a successful attack was all the more difficult.

Death Flew Along With Them

An airman’s death: one imagines an ace fighting against numerically superior opponents and dying from a bullet to the heart. In reality the end of a pilot was generally cruel. If an aircraft caught fire at very high altitude, the pilot was sitting in a trap. Many burnt to death alive. Others preferred to jump clear and die that way instead. ‘Mick’ Mannock always flew with a revolver in order to shoot himself so as to avoid being incinerated. At the beginning it often happened in summer that the special ammunition for destroying tethered balloons would burst into flame.

Fliers mostly repressed thoughts of death or joked about it. Thus Werner Voss of Westphalian Hussar-Regiment No.11, the ‘Dancing Hussars’, always wore colourful silk shirts and his best uniform with all decorations in order to impress the beautiful ladies of Paris should he be taken prisoner.

For many emergency situations a parachute was the solution, but only a few Germans got one to fly with. The British were against parachutes altogether, it being feared that the pilots would not risk everything in action if they had one. In Germany the reason was simply one of raw materials being short. Thus many died unnecessarily – that is, if it is possible to talk of a ‘necessary death’ in this war.

What heights the honouring of war heroes could attain may be better expressed in the original German version of the following poem written by Professor Flex in November 1916, a couple of days after Oswald Boelcke fell:

I want to be a Boelcke, a Boelcke just like he,

Then I would fly above the earth, patrolling the the aerial sea.

And if my path crossed with an enemy I met,

I would not rest until it lay below me, its wreckage stretched out.

I want to be a Boelcke, a Boelcke just like he,

And if I fell to earth headlong, What loss would there be?

Gladly would I die, for there is nothing higher

Than to court death on the field of honour.

I want to be a Boelcke, a Boelcke just like he,

No finer boon on earth would then be permitted me.

My dying and my living, nothing matters but the Fatherland,

To which all my endeavours and love are oriented.

Not everybody’s cup of tea and today probably unpalatable, these verses are nevertheless all too typical of an age in which the lyrics were almost routine. The patriotic excess celebrated by the Professor corresponded to the trivial Fatherland-mindset of their times. Glorious death on the field of honour has today lost its attraction. In the first verse the Professor was quoting the funeral oration of Lt-Colonel Thomsen, who called for a pledge of total loyalty from the youth of Germany and used these words.
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Hans Kirschstein entered the Army as an 18-year-old in August 1918. He went into the Pioneers and was active in bridge-building. He did not succeed in obtaining a transfer into the aerial corps until May 1917. He pulled off many bold strokes in two-seaters and was attached in March 1918 to Richthofen’s Jagdgeschwader. As leader of Jasta 6 he was one of the most successful fighter pilots, achieving a tally of 27 victories in a short space of time. He was killed on 17 July 1918 in a flying accident as a passenger.



Hans-Joachim Buddecke showed a different attitude: ‘I have never looked at a dead person in that way, have constantly protected myself against such impressions which would haunt me my whole life and leave me at the least melancholy.’

Balloon ace Heinrich Gontermann expressed himself in similar vein: ‘Today I shot down a two-seater above the British lines. It disintegrated in the air. It was an awful sight. It is a ghastly thing we do, but one is only carrying out one’s duty.’

When Rhys Davids was being celebrated by his colleagues after his confirmed aerial victory over Werner Voss, he made the sad remark, ‘Ah, if only I could have brought him down and he got out alive.’

Perhaps it had something to do with having to kill face-to-face which got to pilots in contrast to the firing of a field gun or shooting a gas grenade. Eventually the point was reached when they no longer took it so easily in their stride. The fallen friends and the frequent sensation of deadly danger started to wear them down. It is known that some were sent on leave when they reached breaking point. Others kept flying and sooner or later died in an aerial dogfight, for example the French idol Guynemer, or Immelmann – Richthofen certainly. Many fell because they had not realised their own situation. Perhaps the friendly meetings with PoW opponents who had been shot down was an expression of the relief that here one had emerged victorious without having killed.
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‘Balloon Cannon’ Heinrich Gontermann also had problems with having to kill. Perhaps for that reason he specialised in a dangerous, but mostly not murderous discipline: shooting down tethered balloons. These balloons had defensive machine guns and anti-aircraft weapons and therefore many pilots were not keen on getting too near them.
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The fighter-pilot national hero Manfred von Richthofen in dreamy pose in an office. Is he thinking of his missions flown in his red triplane? The German ace also became a best-selling author with his book Der rote Kampfflieger. By 1940 it had sold 420,000 copies.




CHAPTER FIVE

The Heroes of the Nation

‘For it was the most noble spirit which engendered such heroism; self-sacrifice, self-abnegation, the will to win, love of country, belief in the legitimacy of the struggle and hope for its favourable outcome.’
 (Ernst von Hoeppner, Commanding General, Aerial Forces).

The Red Baron

Manfred von Richthofen came from old Silesian noble stock which had always had close links to the military. His forebears included the ‘Old Dessauer’, Prince Leopold von Anhalt-Dessau, a General of the Prussian Kings Friedrich Wilhelm I and Friedrich II, who invented the iron ramrod and introduced the cadence to Germany. Manfred was born on 2 May 1892 in Breslau, but grew up on his parents’ estate at Schweidnitz. Not far from there was Gut Kreisau, which had belonged to the old Chief of the General Staff Moltke and was later a venue for the Kreisauer Circle when organising resistance to Hitler.

Richthofen grew up with sport: riding, gymnastics, football, swimming and hunting, which remained the great passion of his life. Later he used to compare his service as an aviator with the hunt. In 1903 he entered the cadet academy at Wahlstatt for officer training, and then transferred to Berlin Lichterfelde. He learnt only as much as he had to and carried out mad feats of daring such as climbing the lightning conductor on the Wahlstatt church tower in order to fly a handkerchief from the top.

At Lichterfelde he kept close company with Prince Friedrich Karl of Prussia whose father was a grand-nephew of Kaiser Wilhelm I. Both participated in all kinds of competitions in which Friedrich Karl was mostly the winner. The Prince won the bronze medal in equestrianism at the 1912 Olympic Games, but after passing out as a cadet he joined 1.Garde-Regiment of Foot instead of the cavalry. Later he volunteered as a flier and fell on the Western Front on 21 March 1917 as commanding officer of Flieger-Abteilung (A) 258. The Prince was also a close colleague to Oswald Boelcke with whom he made many flights. Such a small world in those times.

At Easter 1911, Richthofen joined Uhlan-regiment Kaiser Alexander III at Silesia as an ensign. Dashing horsemanship and the prospect of a brilliant career – that pleased him. When war broke out, his regiment was on the Eastern Front. This was bad because the principal theatre of war was in the West, but on the other hand good because a war of mobility was developing on the Eastern Front and this offered the cavalry the best opportunity for action. As a young lieutenant of Uhlans, he was impatient for the chance to prove himself, and it soon came. On 2 August 1914 he rode over the border into Russia and so became one of the first Germans to set foot in enemy territory. Soon he noticed that in error his patrol had gone too far ahead. The Germans hid out in a village until the Russians had withdrawn.

After being transferred to the Western Front that same August the trenches or the Etappe loomed. Richthofen landed in the Etappe regions behind the lines thinking, ‘It is probably in the blood of a Teuton to want to knock down the enemy wherever he is to be found.’ Service with the telephone troops and finally as an officer of supply repelled him. Cavalrymen were not required in trench warfare. What then? Richthofen believed that only the young military aerial branch was a practicable road for a cavalry officer to follow.

At the end of May 1915 he joined the aerial troops. First he saw service only as an observer/gunner, for pilot training would have lasted three months. As long as that? The war could be over by then! As crew he flew his first missions over the Eastern Front, reconnaissance for Mackensen’s Army. He had done the same on the ground at the outbreak of war; it was his stock-in-trade.

Next he was attached to the legendary ‘Pigeon-Post Section, Ostende.’ This was the cover name for a bomber unit set up principally for long distance operations. Richthofen took his seat in a large aircraft but, since it was summer, he spent a great deal of time in the sea at Ostend, then one of the large bathing resorts. At this time, as observer/gunner he shot down an enemy aircraft. Because the victim fell behind the Front, he was not credited with it. ‘But I was very proud of my success and anyway the more important thing was that the fellow lay below and not that it counted as a victory.’

Manfred von Richthofen became a pilot after meeting a man who gave him the inspiration:

We were going to be formed up into a bomber squadron and set off on 1 October 1915. At a nearby table in the dining car was a young and unassuming lieutenant. There was no reason why we should have noticed him especially but for one thing: he was the only one of us all who had already shot down an enemy aircraft, and not just one but four. He had even been mentioned in despatches. He related experiences which made a very great impression on me. I had put such great effort into it so far, but until then I had not shot down an enemy, or at least not one which had been credited to me. I wanted to know most earnestly how this Lt Boelcke had done it. So I asked him, ‘Tell us simply how you do it then,’ but he just gave a hearty laugh and replied, ‘Yes, my God, quite simply. I just fly up to him, take careful aim and down he goes.’ I shook my head and said I did that too, but for me they didn’t go down. The difference between us was that he flew a Fokker, and I crewed a large bomber.

I took the trouble to get on closer terms with this pleasant, modest fellow who had made such a crazy impression on me. We often played cards together, went for walks and I plied him with questions. Thus the decision grew within me: ‘You must learnt to fly a Fokker yourself, then perhaps things will improve.’

My thinking and efforts now went into learning ‘to handle the control stick’. Until then I had only been an observer/gunner. The opportunity soon came to train on an old crate in the Champagne.

Then came pilot training. He sailed through the first test and after that things went well. Attached to KG 2 (bomber squadron) over Verdun he piloted a two-seater. An machine gun was fitted above the upper wing as on Entente machines, and over Douaumont he shot down a Nieuport which fell behind enemy lines and so again was not credited. The incident was mentioned in despatches, but without mentioning his name.

In June 1916 his unit was transferred to the Eastern Front. His passion for fighter aircraft sought other challenges than flying reconnaissance aircraft or bombers: ‘From the beginning of my career as a pilot I had only one desire, and that was to fly a single-seater fighter. After persistently pestering my commanding officer finally I wangled permission to wobble a Fokker.’

The machine was soon lost, and so it was his great fortune to be selected by Oswald Boelcke for his new Jagdstaffel. They met at Kowel when Boelcke was looking for people to recruit. Three days later Richthofen was on a train heading for the Somme.

His early days as a fighter pilot were not altogether successful, but with iron discipline he worked to overcome his weakenesses and very soon found his way forward through Boelcke’s excellent leadership. The ‘Father of the Fighter Pilot’ thought a lot of the young Silesian baron. They had a close relationship, characterized by Richthofen’s veneration for the great pilot and Staffel commander. All the worse for Richthofen then that he was forced to look on as Boelcke died in a flying accident. But that still lay some time ahead.

His first official aerial victory was now due. It was 17 September 1916. Richthofen related:

Before we climbed in, Boelcke gave us some very precise instructions, and for the first time we flew as a squadron under the command of the famous man whom we followed so blindly.

We had just arrived at the Front and were over our own lines when we saw an enemy squadron heading for Cambrai, a town behind the German lines, and receiving fire from our balloon flak. Boelcke was naturally the first to see it, for he had greater vision than other people. Soon we had all taken it in and everybody was straining to keep close behind Boelcke. It was clear to us all that this was to be the first test we were to undergo beneath the gaze of our revered commander. We were closing the distance to the enemy squadron slowly, but it was no longer in a position to escape. We were between the Front and the enemy. If the enemy machines wanted to return to base, they had to pass us. We counted the enemy aircraft and agreed that there were seven as against our flight of five. All the British flew large two-seater bombers. Wihin a few seconds it would start. Boelcke had got damned near to the rear one, but was still not firing. I was in second position, very close to my colleagues. The closest British aircraft to me was a large, dark-painted crate. I spent little time in considering, but took him in my sights. He fired, I fired and we both missed. The struggle began in which the important thing for me was to get on his tail because I could only fire in the direction I was flying. The enemy machine had a moveable machine gun with an all-round field of fire. He was no beginner, and seemed to recognise that his last moments had struck as soon as I got behind him. I did not have the conviction at that time ‘he is going to go down’ as I do now, but was much more wondering if he would go down, which is a different thing. Once you’ve knocked down your first, or the second and third, then a light comes on and you think, ‘You will do it, no problem.’

Therefore my Englishman wandered and turned, often passing through my bursts of fire. It did not cross my mind that there were other British aircraft in his squadron which might come to the aid of their comrade under pressure, my head was filled with the single thought, ‘He must go down, come what may!’ There, finally a favourable moment. My opponent had lost sight of me and was now flying straight and level. In a fraction of a second my machine was sitting at his neck. A short burst from my machine gun. I was so close to him that I feared I might ram. Then suddenly, I might almost have shouted for joy, my opponent’s propellor stopped turning. Hurrah! Got him! His motor was destroyed and he had to land behind our lines because he had no chance of reaching his own. I also noticed from the faltering movements of the aircraft that the pilot had a problem. The observer was not to be seen, his machine gun pointing upwards unmanned. I must have gunned him down, and he would be lying on the floor of his cockpit.

The British aircraft landed somewhere close to the aerodrome of a squadron known to me. I was so excited that I botched the landing on the strange airfield, almost putting my machine on its nose in my excitement. The two aircraft, the British one and my own, were not far apart. I ran for the enemy aircraft straight away and saw a crowd of our soldiers streaming towards it. When I got there I saw that my assumption had been correct. The motor was destroyed and both occupants gravely wounded. The observer died almost instantly, the pilot in the transport to the military hospital. I placed a stone on the fine grave of my fallen opponent to honour his memory. When I got back, Boelcke and the others were already at breakfast and surprised that I had been away so long. I reported proudly, ‘One British aircraft shot down.’ Then everybody cheered, for I was not the only one; apart from Boelcke who, as usual, was having his victory breakfast, each one of us beginners was a victor in aerial battle for the first time.

Richthofen became famous at a stroke after an aerial battle on 23 November 1916. His opponent was none other than Lanoe Hawker, who had been the leading ace before Immelmann and Boelcke. This aerial battle was an ‘epic’, one of the most famous duels of the war. We have already seen the course which it ran and that Hawker did not survive it. It was a great shock for the British, their greatest ace at that time had been defeated!

Now came blow after blow for them. Richthofen’s list of victories grew steadily. After the sixteenth he was awarded the Pour le Mérite and finally also his own Jagdstaffel, Jasta 11. He turned this into the most successful German Jagdstaffel of the entire war, a feat all the more remarkable since this unit did not have a single aerial victory to its credit in its War Diary when he took it over. He proved to be an outstanding instructor. Counted amongst his men were Kurt Wolff, the ‘delicate little flower’, Karl Allmenröder and Karl Schäfer. Jasta 11 soon became an elite unit. With Werner Voss, whom he knew from Jasta 2, Richthofen maintained a friendly competition to see who could shoot down more, just as it had happened earlier between Boelcke and Immelmann.

Then Richthofen did something quite out of character for a responsible and dutiful Prussian officer – he painted his Albatros red. Now it could be seen from afar. For the enemy it was a challenge. His own people could recognize him at once and friendly ground troops no longer mistook him for the enemy. The other fliers followed suit. Soon more and more were painting their aircraft in gaudy colours, while many added a personal recognition symbol on the aircraft fuselage. A Bavarian pilot painted the white-blue lozenge of the province, Niethammer painted a hammer, Berthold a winged sword, others their initials, symbols or simply wavy lines.

It gave Richthofen great pleasure to welcome his brother Lothar into his Staffel after giving free rein to his connections in the area. Meanwhile his fame in the Reich rose ever higher. Richthofen had already claimed his thirty-third when he flew with Voss and met his brother Lothar, a family reunion:

A good friend – Lt Voss from the Boelcke Jagdstaffel – paid me a visit. We conversed. The day before, Voss had shot down his twenty-third. He had therefore almost caught up to me and was my closest competitor.

On the flight back to his base I accompanied him for a stretch and we detoured over the Front. The weather had really deteriorated so much that good sport was not to be had. Below us overcast. Voss, who didn’t know the area, began to feel uncomfortable. Over Arras I met my brother who was also operating with my Staffel and had become separated from his flight. He joined us, and knew it was I (red bird).

We saw a squadron coming from up from the enemy side. At once I thought, ‘Number 33!’ Despite there being nine British aircraft and over their own territory they decided to refuse battle. (I shall have to change the colour as soon as I get back.) We overtook them, however: the important thing was to have the faster machine.

I was nearest to the enemy and attacked the rearmost one. To my great delight I saw that he accepted my challenge, and I was even more pleased to see his fellow countrymen leave him in the lurch. Therefore it was just the two of us. It was the same aircraft type with which I had come into contact before noon. He didn’t make it easy for me. He knew his business and the man was also a good shot. Afterwards to my chagrin I established that fairly precisely. The favourable wind came to my aid and drifted the pair of us over the German lines. My opponent noticed that it was not quite so easy as he had first thought, and dived into cloud. It was almost his salvation. I chased after him, came into the clear below and – I had him for speed – by some miracle found myself right behind him. I fired, he fired, but without any obvious result. There – finally I hit him, I could see that by the white mist of aviation spirit he left behind. Therefore he was forced to land with an immobile motor.

But he was a determined type. He had to know that he had lost the game – if he now continued to fire at me, I could shoot him down at once, for meanwhile we had come down to only 300 metres. This fellow now defended himself like his compatriot from the morning until he landed. After he had set down I flew over him at ten metres altitude in order to see whether I had shot him dead or not. What did he do? He took up his machine gun and fired a burst along the entire hull of my machine.

Voss told me later that if that had happened to him he would have shot him dead on the ground. Really I should have done so for he had not given in. As it happened, he was one of the few lucky ones who came away with his life.

In March 1917 Richthofen received a hit in the fuel tank and made a forced landing. On 11 April 1917 his confirmed victories equalled those of his great mentor Boelcke. Now he was not only the most successful living German pilot, but also the best in the world, a position he would retain until the end of the war. In this ‘Bloody April’ there was more to come. Before April was out he went on leave with a total of 52 aerial victories. Now he had time to write his bestselling book Der rote Kampfflieger, which he did at the behest of his superiors and with the help of journalists. Richthofen became a hero to the masses in his own lifetime. His portrait decorated many German walls and was hung near those of the Kaiser and Hindenburg, ‘the Victor of Tannenberg’.

Richthofen returned to the Front on 14 June 1917 and was given command of the new Jagdgeschwader 1, the squadron being composed of his Jagdstaffel 11 and also Jagdstaffels 4, 6 and 10. It was to operate as a fast intervention unit at hotspots along the Front. He had been promoted to Rittmeister, a cavalry rank equivalent to Captain. His Jagdgeschwader was soon known to the British as the ‘Flying Circus’ on account of its gaily painted aircraft and the fact that it shifted its operating base so often.

On 6 July 1917, according to how he related it, a fearful novice opened fire on his red aircraft from long range and, unbelievable but true, a lucky hit struck his head, opened a 10-centimetre long wound and grazed his skull. Richthofen made a clean landing and then fell unconscious.

The gunner Woodbridge had a different story:

Cunnell and I fired into four Albatrosses from only 30 yards range and I saw my tracer hit the hulls. These four went down. Some of them blazed – balls of smoke and flame, not nice to see. Two of them headed directly for us, Richthofen was the leader. The whole machine was painted red and how he could fly!

I opened fire with my Lewis Front-machine gun and my pilot did the same with his lateral machine gun. Cunnell held the fe on course and the pilot of the red machine did the same. We were firing at each other at a combined speed of of 250 mph. I poured a thick stream of lead into the nose of the machine. Then the Albatros suddenly lost altitude and flew away below us. Cunnell banked and turned. We saw the red aircraft go into a spin. It turned over and over, round and round, totally out of control. His motor was running full out from which I assumed that I had at least wounded him. Because his head was the only part of his body not shielded by the motor, I guessed that I had hit him there.

The Jagdgeschwader had no losses to book apart from Richthofen, and the four burning Albatrosses were a nice touch but imaginary. The Rittmeister woke up in Field-Hospital 76 St Nikolaus at Courtrai wearing a thick head bandage. He is seen in many photos wearing this ‘turban’. Four days later he was joined in a nearby bed by Kurt Wolff, shot through the hand. Having company cheered him up and hastened his recovery, but the wound had changed him. Later a section of his skull could be seen at a particular spot below his hair. He was plagued by constant headaches, he became more serious in his demeanour and suffered periods of depression. He also recognized the plight in which Germany now found itself. The prospects were none too rosy.

‘Go to it with a roar’ he was said to have ordered constantly. That was not quite the way he saw his fighting method now. He had committed Boelcke’s rules to heart and passed them on to his pupils. In the air Richthofen looked over his men like a sheepdog. He selected his men carefully and whoever who failed the test in action was returned to the Aircraft Park forthwith. The most important factors were Discipline and Modesty, two classic virtues of the Prussian officer. The discipline showed itself in formation flying which he always preached to his men as the ideal, for then the pilots gave each other all-round protection. In aerial combat he wanted effectiveness. He is said to have forbidden looping the loop and stunts. All the same, his teaching method was uncommonly successful, for his Staffels were by far the best of the German aerial forces.

There are many legends relating to Richthofen. The one which follows is as amusing as it is false. The basis for the legend was the premise that to receive the Blue Max, one had to have sixteen confirmed aerial kills including a tethered balloon. Richthofen did not want to shoot one down. Therefore at length he received an admonition from Grand HQ demanding that he shoot down a tethered balloon. No reaction. Then came a telegram: ‘Where is your balloon?’ to which Richthofen is alleged to have replied, ‘Balloon still in the air.’ The Baron had by now shot down so many enemy aircraft that it had become something of an embarrassment that he still had not received the Pour le Mérite. Therefore they gave in and he got the decoration. The sober facts are that Richthofen shot down his sixteenth victim on 4 January 1917 and was wearing his Pour le Mérite by 12 January.

Rittmeister Richthofen was idolized by the Flying Branch. ‘Manfred von Richthofen stood like a tree, circled in the air like a god of the Sun, invincible, almost invulnerable despite the price which the British had put on his head.’ Whether there was a bounty of this nature, or that the much vaunted Anti-Richthofen Squadron ever existed, is doubtful though Richthofen himself believed in it and thought that Albert Ball was its commander. This shows how formidable his own people considered the leading ace to be. And the enemy? Richthofen received information from a prisoner-of-war as to what the Entente thought of him.

One of our shot-down British fliers was taken prisoner and conversed with us. Naturally he enquired about the red machine. He said it was not unknown even to the troops in the enemy trenches who called it le diable rouge – the red devil. The rumour had circulated in his squadron that a girl piloted the red machine, similar to Joan of Arc. He was very surprised when I assured him that the presumed young lady was actually standing before him. He had not been joking, and was himself convinced that only a virgin could ever sit in the cockpit of the perversely coloured aircraft.

According to his own people, Richthofen was not pleased about the Virgin-rumour. Then the great 1918 March Offensive began. Supreme Army Command was putting all their eggs in one basket. Pilots waited at readiness around the clock. German fuel shortages and the numerical superiority of the Allies could not prevent the loss of over 1,000 Allied aircraft in March and April, an incredible figure. Then came 21 April 1918. On the day before, Richthofen had secured his seventy-ninth and eightieth aerial victories.

Two enemy units fought each other, but the protagonists of the aerial battle were Richthofen in his red Fokker triplane, and two British aircraft piloted by Captain A.Roy Brown and Wilfred May, a schoolfriend of Brown, but still a novice at the Front. The fighting developed over the road between Sailly-le-Sec and Le Hamel. Suddenly May broke away and fled. Richthofen noticed this and pursued the Canadian. Brown, who felt special responsibility for his friend, also saw it. His Sopwith Camel chased the other two down at great speed, firing wildly at the red Fokker principally in an attempt to allow May to get free. Brown reported that he had hit the German aircraft and saw Richthofen look round at him before falling forward in his seat. The aircraft went down hard two kilometres further on, close to a trench occupied by Australians.

When writing his report in his quarters later, the squadron engineer called him up to congratulate him on shooting down Richthofen. Australian riflemen also claimed the victory for themselves and today it is considered certain that Sergeant Popkin fired the fatal round.

Brown went into the tent in which Richthofen’s body was stretchered. Later he remarked:

He seemed to me to be so small, so slight. His flying helmet had been removed. Blond, silky-soft hair, like that of a child, fell from the broad, high forehead. His face, strangely peaceful, had an expression of mildness and goodness of heart, of distinction. I left, and did not feel like a victor.

The triplane was plundered by Australian troops, but the body was carried away and interred later with full military honours in the cemetery at Bertangles. Royal Flying Corps squadron leaders bore the coffin. Australian soldiers fired the salute, a parson read the prayers. The event attracted photographers and was even filmed. On the evening of 22 April a British aircraft dropped a capsule over German territory containing a photograph of Richthofen’s grave and an accompanying note: ‘To the German Aerial Corps. Rittmeister Baron MANFRIED von RICHTOFEN (spelling mistakes in the original) was killed in an aerial battle on 21 April 1918. He was buried with full military honours. From the British Royal Air Force.’ The Times wrote: ‘All British fliers admit that Richthofen was a great flier and an honourable opponent.’

When his papers were gathered together, his professional Testament was found:

10.III.1918

If I fail to return, Lt.Reinhard (Jasta 6) should take over command of the squadron.

Freiherr von Richthofen

Rittmeister

This set a precedent by naming his successor. His last wish was respected, however, but Reinhard was soon killed in a flying accident and now Hermann Göring received the squadron staff.


Manfred von Richthofen

The ‘Red Baron’ lived from 2 May 1892 until 21 April 1918. He is probably the great legend of the First World War pure and simple. As an ace with eighty aerial victories he was the most successful ace of the war. The Silesian baron decided early on to be an Army officer and at the outbreak of war was serving with the Uhlans. In May 1915 he transferred into the aerial branch as an observer/gunner, from December also as a pilot. His ‘discoverer’ Oswald Boelcke recruited him into Jasta 2. Later he commanded Jasta 11, turning it into the best Jagdstaffel of the war. In June 1917 he was given Jagdgeschwader 1 comprised of four Jagdstaffel. Whilst on leave that year he authored his memoirs entitled Der rote Kampfflieger – The Red Fighter Pilot, and in them referred to his custom of painting his aircraft bright red. Richthofen’s death was the cause of some controversy, but it is generally accepted today that he was killed by an infantryman.
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Staffel leader Manfred von Richthofen surrounded by his men of Jasta 11. These pilots were all significant in making it the most successful German Jagdstaffel of the war. The five shot down an aggregate of 195 enemy aircraft. Far right is the ‘Delicate Flower’ Kurt Wolff, credited with 33 victories until shot down in a Fokker triplane. Next to him is Lothar von Richthofen, Manfred’s brother, the only member of the group to survive the war, credited with forty victories. Behind the Rittmeister’s right shoulder is Karl Emil Schäfer, a victor thirty times, and far left, the only non-officer of the group, Vice-Sergeant Sebastian Festner, credited with twelve victories, ten of them during ‘Bloody April’ in which he also fell. Of the pilots assembled for this photograph he was the first to die, on 25 April 1918. The cause of his crash has never been determined.



Voss, the Dancing Hussar of the Air

On 13 April 1897 Maximilian Voss, owner of a dye factory, and his wife Johanna Mathilde, celebrated the birth of their first son. Two more were to follow. Two female cousins also lived in the household, adopted so to speak, so that the female sex was well represented within the family. At High School, Werner Voss had a special love for two things: his Fatherland and fast machines. He owned a motorcycle on which he would drive around all day. At age seventeen he joined the Krefeld Militia, incorporated in November 1914 into the local regiment, 2.Westphalian Regiment of Hussars No.11. Kaiser Wilhelm II had once referred to the Krefeld Hussars as the ‘Dancing Hussars’ upon observing at a festival that this regiment knew how to party. Voss had not waited so long: in the first weeks of the war he had offered himself to the Army as a volunteer driver, then transferred into the Hussars and served with them on the Eastern Front.

The party was soon over however. No adventure, no more fighting for the glory of the Fatherland! Like Manfred von Richthofen, to whom cavalry service in trench warfare was not a delight, Voss transferred over to the Army Flying Branch. He was made corporal, and after flight training became a flying instructor to Fliegerersatz-Abteilung 7 at Cologne in February 1916. One month later he joined a bomber squadron with the rank of vice-sergeant. By September he was commissioned as a 2nd Lt of the Reserve. His promotions came remarkable quickly!

Unfortunately he never knew Oswald Boelcke before being transferred to Jasta 2 on 21 November 1916, but he got to know Richthofen and flew with him. Manfred von Richthofen and Werner Voss became close friends. Both were cavalrymen and ambitious, and so understood each other. They visited each other at home and there were certain people ‘in the know’ who whispered that Voss and Richthofen’s sister Ilse were more than just close. After the death of Voss, the friendly relationship between the two families continued. Manfred von Richthofen had even been planning for a brief spell of hunting at the hut of father Voss in the Black Forest just before his final flight, and the train ticket remained unused on his writing desk.

On 27 November 1916 Werner Voss celebrated his first two victories. Only one more followed that year; the winter made flying almost impossible. Voss transferred into Richthofen’s Jasta 11: in the spring he got cracking and he had nineteen confirmed victories in February and March 1917, and two in ‘Bloody April’. On 8 April 1917, still a few days short of his twentieth birthday, he was awarded the Pour le Mérite and went on a triumphant rest, recuperation and propagada leave, a slice of luck for the British, who in that month suffered their worst aerial losses. Richthofen alone claimed twentytwo, Karl Wolff twenty-three.

Voss was often to be found on the airfield in old clothing. Pullover, old trousers, everything covered in oil. He enjoyed tinkering with his machine either alone or with mechanics Karl Timms and Christian Rüser.
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He [Voss] was considered by fighter pilots as perhaps the best pilot of all. His final aerial battle against 56 Squadron no doubt contributed to the concept. Werner Voss probably fell victim to his own ambition. He was not obliged to take off to participate and could certainly have disengaged from the hopeless battle had he wanted to.



They were all on very familiar terms, then a great rarity between an officer and other ranks.Only before taking off would he put on his best uniform, wear a colourful silk shirt and all his decorations. This was to impress the stylish ladies of Paris should he be taken alive after coming down behind enemy lines. Voss was a gifted pilot and a good gunner. He obtained his victories at the same rate as Manfred von Richthofen did and many believed that it would soon develop into a neck-and-neck race between them both.

Richthofen reported on a master-stroke by Voss:

On a patrol by fighters of Jagdstaffel Boelcke, Lt Voss defeated a British aircraft in aerial combat, forcing it to set down in what amounted to No Man’s Land between the two frontlines. The German side had abandoned the territory, but the Entente had not yet occupied it. Only German and British scouting patrols ever entered there. The British pilot had probably believed that the territory had been occupied by his side, an assumption he was justified in making. Voss took a different view, however. Having quickly made up his mind he landed near his victim and very swiftly demounted the enemy machine guns and other useful parts which he placed in his own machine. Then he lit a match and in a few seconds the British machine was in flames. One minute later when British troops came streaming towards the burning wreck from all sides, Voss was already in the air in his flying steed and gave them a friendly wave.

That was typical of Voss. His determination to shoot down as many opponents as possible and have credit for them drove him to act in such a way. Then came the first Fokker triplanes. Voss and Richthofen received the first two prototypes. The incomparable pilot knew at once what these machines were capable of, but his star was already burning out.

On 23 September 1917 Werner Voss’ two brothers were at the airfield. The joy of their reunion and the prospect of leave the next day had them all in good humour. But Werner Voss could not let it go. He had the urge to go up once more, perhaps to go on leave with fifty victories under his belt, perhaps to show off to his brothers or perhaps because his new triplane pleased him so much. Whatever the reason was, he climbed into his machine and took off.

The British pilot McCudden related an eye-witness account of Werner Voss’ last battle to the Daily Mail newspaper for its edition of 14 July 1918, a report which has since become legendary. From McCudden as most other fliers in general, one notices the honest esteem for the enemy in battle:

It was 1830 hrs on 23 September. The Squadron had just reformed following the shooting down of an enemy two-seater over Houthem. We were flying northwards at 6,000 feet. To the east we saw a host of small black points, flying eagerly here and there, in the north our own aircraft, Camels, Pups, SEs, SPADs, Bristols and at lower altitude our RE8 artillery planes. We were just about to take it up with six Albatros fighters to our right when at greater altitude over Poelcapelle we saw an SE going down in a spin, closely followed by a silver-grey German triplane. Immediately we abandoned our attack on the Albatrosses and went to assist the unfortunate SE.

The triplane had got below us meanwhile. We followed at full throttle. I was on the right, Rhys Davis on the left. We both got close behind the triplane. The German pilot saw us and made an incredibly fast turn, neither banking round nor an ‘Immelmann turn’, but a kind of flat half-turn so that he finished in amongst us. A masterly achievement!

The German now seemed to fire on us all at the same time, and although I got behind him for the second time I was hardly able to stay there for one second. He entered my field of fire as he was coming towards me from slightly below, apparently without having seen me. I put the nose of my crate down, got him in the cross-hairs and pressed both triggers. Scarcely had my first rounds left the barrels than his nose came up towards me and I heard his stream of fire pass close by through my wings. I could see quite clearly the red-yellow lightning flashes of his two Spandau machine guns and as he hissed by me I glanced at his dark head in the triplane. At that moment a red-nosed Albatros single-seater arrived and did everything it could to get on the tail of the triplane, and managed to do so. The six Albatros fighters which we had intended attacking originally now stood above us, but were prevented from attacking by the arrival of a SPAD squadron, whose leader had recognised our plight and now occupied the attentions of the Albatrosses.

The triplane flitted around, through and between the SEs, all of which fired at him when they had the opportunity. From time to time I saw from their tracer that he was at the apex of a cone of fire from at least five aircraft shooting simultaneously, and each aircraft had two machine guns.

The battle had gradually been descending to a lower altitude. The red-nosed Albatros had disappeared. The triplane was still around. For a while I lost to him to sight while reloading my machine guns. When I spotted him again he was very low and still fighting an SE painted with the numeral 1 piloted by Rhys Davids. Suddenly the movements of the plane became wobbly. He went into a steep dive and then I saw him hit the ground and break up into innumerable pieces. It may sound strange, but I was the only flier who saw the triplane crash; even Rhys Davids, who had shot it down, did not see it impact the ground.

As long as I live I shall never forget my admiration for this German flier who kept seven of us in check for ten minutes and riddled all our aircraft with bullets. His flying ability was masterly, his courage outstanding and in my opinion, he was the bravest German flier it has been my privilege to see in aerial combat. That evening we were all agreed that the enemy pilot must have been one of the best of our opponents. We debated whether it was Richthofen, Wolff or Voss. He had fallen behind our lines. A telephone call from Wing then informed us that the dead pilot had been retrieved. He wore, like Boelcke, the Pour le Mérite. His name was Werner Voss!

When Voss fell, he lagged behind Richthofen with 48 to 61 victories. Both had almost the same shooting-down rate. It could have turned into an interesting friendly duel had Werner Voss not been killed on the day before he went on home leave. He ought to have embraced superstition, for amongst fliers it was considered an ill omen to fly immediately before going on leave or to pose for a photograph near one’s aircraft immediately before taking off. Voss did both...


Werner Voss

He was born on 13 April 1897 in Krefeld. After service as a military driver and Hussar he joined the aerial branch in 1915. He came to the famous Jasta 2 and later to Richthofen’s elite Jasta 11. He proved himself to be an outstanding fighter pilot, in the view of many experts perhaps the best pilot of the war. His final aerial battle, in which he succumbed, is legendary in Britain and the United States. Voss died on 23 September 1917 at the age of only twenty. He was the fourth highestscoring German flying ace even though he did not live to experience the mass shootings-down of 1918.



‘Stars’ of Jasta 11

Jasta 11 had had no successes to report before Manfred von Richthofen became its commander. In a short time he transformed the ugly duckling into a proud swan. Jasta 11 became the most successful Jagdstaffel of the war. Richthofen had begun painting his aircraft red. The other members of the Staffel followed, but added to the red livery their own supplementary colour by which the pilot could be identified immediately.

Karl Emil Schäfer, the Black.

Black was the supplementary colour applied to the rear section of Schäfer’s aircraft. Karl Schäfer was born on 17 December 1891 at Krefeld. Voss was also born there. After his period of military service he studied languages in France and England. At the outbreak of war he was called up and took part in the opening clashes in Belgium. As the commander of a company at Maubeuge, he took 2,800 enemy prisoners. He was wounded and with a shortened leg was discharged after six months. As with many other soldiers wounded in action, he volunteered for the Flying Branch. In March 1917 he was accepted in Jasta 11 and began to score one victory after another. He obtained twenty-nine of his thirty aerial victories between 4 March and 4 June.

On 20 April 1917 Schäfer had gone missing. ‘The Black’ explained it as follows:

I was returning to base flying along the Front when I saw on the enemy side what appeared to be an infantry flier at quite low altitude. I attacked, shot him down and was flying on when the British in the trenches below began banging away at my aircraft furiously. My speed saved me, for they naturally were not taking into account the fact that they had to aim well ahead of my aircraft. I was perhaps at 200 metres altitude and for obvious reasons patted myself over to ensure that I still had all body parts. Suddenly there was a jolt and the engine stopped. Therefore I had to land. Was I on our side of the enemy lines or not? That was the big question. The British had seen what was happening and began firing like mad. Now I could hear each individual round, for my motor was silent and the propellor stationary. A difficult situation. I got the machine on the ground, but scarcely had I done so than I came under very heavy machine gun fire from a corner of the village of Monchy near Arras. My aircraft was spattered with bullets. In a flash I scrambled out of the cockpit and dived into the nearest shell crater. Here I considered first of all my geographical location. Gradually it became clear that I was between the lines but still damn’ near to theirs. Thank God it was late in the evening. That was what saved me.

It was not long before the first shells arrived. Gas, of course, and obviously I had no gas mask with me. The tear gas began to affect my eyes terribly. Already before it got dark, the British were machine gunning the spot where I landed, one was firing at the aircraft and the other at my shell crater. The bullets rattled against it continuously. To calm my nerves I lit a cigarette, took off my thick furs and got ready to run for it. Every minute seemed like an hour.

It grew dark gradually, very gradually. There were partridges around. As a hunter I knew that they were peaceable and trusting, therefore they presented no threat of betraying my hiding place. It was growing ever darker. All at once close by me, a pair of partridges took to the air, soon after a second pair did so too and I recognised that danger was approaching. It was apparently a patrol wanting to wish me Good Evening. Now it was high time to make myself scarce. At first I crawled cautiously on my stomach from crater to crater. After about half an hour of this I came to the first people. Were they British or Germans? As they came up I almost embraced the riflemen as I recognised them as a German patrol scouting neutral No Man´s Land. One of them led me to his company commander where I learned that on the previous evening I had landed about fifty paces this side of the enemy lines and our infantry had already given me up for lost. I ate a healthy supper and then set off on foot for my airfield.

Behind me I heard heavy firing. Every path, every access trench, every bush, every sunken road, all lay under enemy fire. Next morning the British attacked, and so this was their atillery preparation for it. I had, therefore, selected a most unfavourable day for my escapade. It was two in the morning before I reached the first telephone and contacted my Staffel.

On 15 June 1917, Schäfer led his Jasta 28 into combat against seven Type FE2d Gitterschwanz aircraft of 20 Squadron over the Ypres-Menen road. The facts are as follows:

The leading German aircraft, a red Albatros, quickly attacked one of the FEs and mortally wounded the pilot, Lt.W.W.Sawden, who nevertheless headed for the Entente lines with the Albatros on his tail.

Another FE2d (piloted by Lt H.L.Satchell, observer/gunner 2nd Lt T.A.M.S. Lewis) came to the assistance of Lt Sawden and involved the Albatros in a duel lasting fifteen minutes. The German pilot showed himself to be capable and determined, but finally a burst of fire from close range destroyed a part of the Albatros which broke up in the air and crashed near Zandvoorde.

The pilot was Karl Schäfer, one of the best German aces, who at the time of his death had thirty aerial victories to his credit.

Kurt Wolff, the Green

The ‘Delicate Little Flower’, as his colleagues called him, was born on 6 February 1895 at Greifswald in Pomerania. His parents died young and so he was raised by relatives at Memel. In 1912 he entered the Army and served as a railway officer until transferring to the aerial branch in 1915. On 5 November 1916 he was accepted into Jasta 11.

On 6 May 1917 he took over Jasta 28, and returned on 2 July to Jasta 11 as its commander. He had thirty-three aerial victories to his credit when he died in Richthofen’s triplane. Richthofen was on leave and lent him his aircraft. Wolff had only intended to try it, out but became involved in an aerial fight against a superior enemy force and was shot down. Only three days before he had been given early promotion to full lieutenant.

Richthofen was shocked by the news of Wolff’s death. The very high regard he had for his ward and friend is revealed in the obituary which he had published in two newspapers in Wolff’s home town Memel:

On 15 September 1917, Royal-Prussian Lt Kurt Wolff, Knight of the Order Pour le Mérite, died a hero’s death for the Fatherland in a fierce air battle. The Squadron and the entire Flying Branch stand in deep grief at the all too early graveside of a leader tested in chivalrous battle, who led his flight from one valiant victory to another. He sacrificed his young life not in an imposed defence, but in a ruthless attack of his own choosing.

For his friendly nature and quiet modesty he was one of the dearest and best comrades to us all.

In the history of the Squadron he will live on for ever as a model of soldierly virtue, as an example which only the most proficient are able to give.

Karl Allmenröder

‘Little Karl’ scored thirty aerial victories, all between 16 February and 26 June 1917 with Jasta 11. He was born on 3 May 1896 in the Rhine forest and studied medicine until volunteering at the outbreak of war. He went to Russia with his regiment of field artillery, but both he and his brother preferred flying. Like Kurt Wolff he joined Jasta 11 in November 1916. On 27 June 1917 Allmenröder was shot down by the best British naval flying ace, Raymond Collishaw.

Lothar von Richthofen, the Yellow

Lother von Richthofen was born on 27 September 1894 in Breslau. He also chose a military career. When war broke out he was serving with Dragoons-Regt No 4 Von Bredow though flying also fascinated him. After operations with the OHL (Supreme Army Command) bomber squadron, at the urging of his brother he transferred into Jasta 11 and finally achieved his ambition of being a fighter pilot. Once he expended all his ammunition on an enemy aircraft without apparently hitting it, but probably the SPAD VII of 19 Squadron received a hit in the fuel tank, forcing the pilot to land for lack of fuel.
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In only five months Karl Allmenröder claimed thirty enemy aircraft. He had only two weeks to enjoy his ‘Blue Max’ and then died above Zillebeke, near Ypres.



Lothar achieved his thirteenth victory without ammunition. William Norman Hamilton, the captured pilot, stated following his release after the war that he had fought fourteen German aircraft, he and his commander shooting down five of them, before having to make an emergency landing. In reality he had probably not liked the look of the red aircraft and gave in.

Lothar von Richthofen obtained forty aerial victories in only seventyseven operational days. Thirteen was a magic number for the younger Richthofen. He was wounded three times in aerial fighting. Always on a Friday the 13th. The third occasion was on 13 August 1918 when he made a forced landing with a serious leg wound and spent the rest of the war in a military hospital. He died on 4 July 1922 in a flying accident.

United in Friendship: Hermann Göring and Bruno Loerzer

Hermann Göring had outstanding connections to high military and political circles through his father, the former Governor of German South-West Africa. That relieved him of much effort in many things. His great success was to take command of Richthofen’s Jagdgeschwader in July 1918. He motivated his men to great efforts perhaps in the hope of turning the tide.

Bruno Loerzer, born on 22 January 1891 in Berlin, had joined the Army in 1911. After passing out as a cadet he entered Baden Infantry-Regt No.112 where he got to know Hermann Göring. Both were soon close friends. Loerzer already had the flying virus before the war. In 1914 he was allowed to transfer to the Flying Corps and learned to fly.

Göring, born on 12 January 1893, was awarded the Iron Cross in the first few weeks of the war on the Front in Alsace and then went into the military hospital at Freiburg. Loerzer’s flying school was there, and it became their meeting place. When Göring was told that he was unfit for military duty on account of rheumatism of the joints, Loerzer persuaded him to try flying. Göring discharged himself from hospital and joined Feldflieger-Abteiling 25. They were an inseparable pair, Emil Loerzer and Franz Göring. Emil was the pilot’s nickname, Franz the nickname of his observer/gunner. Göring was Loerzer’s observer from the end of October 1914 until June 1915. Then he learned to pilot an aircraft and shot down his first enemy in November 1915. Loerzer had to wait until 21 March 1916.
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Bruno Loerzer (left) and Hermann Göring during a visit by the aircraft designer Anthony Fokker. The two friends proudly wear their Pour le Mérite. Since it was not awarded to Göring until June 1918, the photo dates from then or later. Loerzer is in flying gear having either landed or being about to take off. Fokker often visited the Jagdstaffels and had befriended many pilots.



Bruno Loerzer flew the Fokker single-seater in the Single-Seater Fighter Squad Jametz. In January 1917 he came to the newly formed Jasta 26 as its commanding officer.

After another period in military hospital, Göring was posted to serve alongside Loerzer but then received his own command, Jasta 27, on 17 May 1917. The two Staffel operated from the same airfield and often flew missions together.

Loerzer was the first to make another career leap. After receiving the Pour le Mérite in February 1918, he was chosen to command the newly formed fighter squadron Jagdgeschwader 3 in March. Göring was not awarded the ‘Blue Max’ until June 1918, and on 6 July was the new commander of Jagdgeschwader Richthofen. Made a knight! Two weeks later he achieved his twenty-second aerial victory. It was his first as squadron chief and remained the only one. Loerzer on the other hand had arrived at Jagdgeschwader 3 with twenty-three victories, and went on to score twenty-one more!

The British researchers Norman Franks and Hal Giblin have made a thorough examination of claimed aerial victories on a scientific basis. After comparing Göring’s confirmed victories with Allied lists of losses and missions flown they came up with a result giving rise to consternation. At least half are given a large question mark. Although there were doubts about other pilots’ claims, none were on the same scale as Göring’s. The German system left little room for fraud, but nevertheless the questions remain.

He wrote in his flying log regarding his first aerial victory:

16.11.15 Aerial duel with Farman. He fired on us coming from above, was taken under machine gun fire by both of us and crashed in the Beausejour area after a few minutes...(came down our side in infantry trench). 1º recognised aerial victory by field aerial commander.

Apparently there is no proof that on that day, or even during the month, that the French lost a pilot by the name of Farman. We can see here what Göring’s problem was. He needed independent witnesses and had to have a comrade prepared to play along. It might have been possible with the same fraudster each time, but there were many situations with new crew or witnesses. How could he have forced them all to keep quiet later? Probably the truth of the matter can never be known for certain.

His evil role in the Third Reich may also have entered the equation. One hears other rumours again and again. His predecessor Reinhard died testing a machine which Göring had flown previously. Had the mechanic been pressurized to sabotage the machine by Göring, an officer with a craze for power? It lacks credibility but probably Hollywood could make something out of it. Göring’s role as a squadron chief is also debated. He was said to have placed exaggerated emphasis on operational discipline. Whoever offended could expect consequences. Vice-Sergeant Gabriel, an ambitious pilot lusting for the ‘Blue Max’ stated that he went up alone contrary to Göring’s orders. Even though he could claim four victories at the end of the day, Göring would not tolerate high-handedness and expelled him from the unit. Gabriel then vegetated unwanted in the Etappe.

No doubt there were political influences behind the decision to make Göring a squadron chief. He was known to the powers-that-be through his father, the former Governor of German South-West Africa. Besides that, he was a capable strategist. His being a career officer may also have weighed heavily in favour of promoting him. There were not too many of his sort in the Army Aerial Corps.

Göring was the third and last commanding officer of Jagdgeschwader 1. Therefore he reserved the right to conclude the unit War Diary with the following:

Since its formation, the Squadron achieved 644 aerial victories. Its losses to enemy action were 56 officers and pilots and 6 other ranks dead, 52 officers and pilots and seven other ranks wounded.

Hermann Göring
Lt and Squadron Commander

What Göring did after the war is well known. As the successor to Richthofen he was a man of importance. The Nazis owed much to his popularity as a flying ace. That is another topic altogether however.

The Friendly Duel: Udet and Löwenhardt

The crème de la crème of German fighter pilots were assembled in Jagdgeschwader 1. The two of them dedicated themselves to an incredibly tight competition for the leading position behind the Red Baron. These two most successful fliers, as regards their aerial victories, were Erich Löwenhardt, born in Breslau on 7 April 1897, and Ernst Udet, born on 26 April 1896, who grew up in Munich.

Udet had three victories by 1916 while still with KEK Habsheim and Jasta 15 which evolved from it. Löwenhardt gained all his victories in Jasta 10. The first was on 24 March 1917. By the years’ end his total was eight. At this point Udet, who had tranferred into Jasta 37 in the summer, had sixteen victories. In March of 1918 Udet joined Jagdgeschwader 1, first Richthofen’s Jasta 11 before taking command of Jasta 4. When Ernst Udet was on leave in July 1918, Löwenhardt overtook him and had a small advantage. Apparently they had their own private competition to see who could shoot down the most. Lothar von Richthofen also joined in with a huge quantity.
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Erich Löwenhardt was the third highest-scoring flying ace of the German aerial troops. No doubt his tally would have been greater had his parachute canopy deployed on 10 August 1918. His competition for victories with Ernst Udet greatly impressed his Jagdgeschwader colleagues.



Löwenhardt had two more victories than Udet when he took off on 10 August 1918. Over Chaulnes he shot down his 54th opponent and then collided with 2nd Lt Alfred Wenz of Jasta 11. Both baled out and pulled the rip-cord of their respective parachutes; Löwenhardt’s failed to deploy and he was killed on impact with the ground.

The situation for German pilots became ever more difficult exacerbated by shortage of fuel and the increasing numbers of Allied machines in the skies. It now became necessary to search for fuel ‘by other means’ if one wanted to fly. Udet once landed with other pilots of JG 1 on a strange airfield. They were down to their last dregs of fuel, but the Staffel they visited had none to offer. By chance a passing British machine attacked their parked aircraft. Udet sprinted for his machine, took off and sprayed ten rounds into the enemy machine which made a crash landing. Udet put down in gliding mode, his engine stopped. He had achieved this victory with his last drops of fuel.

Ernst Udet overtook Löwenhardt again and all other German aces with the exception of the ‘Red Baron’. As the highest-scoring German flying ace to survive the war, in the 1920s he enjoyed great fame, much increased by his stunt flying. His role in the Third Reich, which led to his death, has perhaps never been better portrayed than as the old friend and drinking companion from his wartime days in the theatrical play ‘Des Teufels General’ by Carl Zuckmayer.

The Idol of the French: Guynemer

Georges Guynemer had a look about him both over-eager and sickly. In his photos he appears diffident and ill at ease. He might easily have come from a novel by Proust. Yet when he saw an aircraft, he changed completely. On his summer vacation at Biarritz in 1914 he used to watch aircraft landing. After the declaration of war on Germany he became seized by patriotic zeal. He volunteered, but the French Army turned him down as being too small and thin. He failed to get into the cavalry or the infantry, but the Aerial Corps accepted him as a mechanic. Very soon, however, he had trained as a pilot, and he was good, slick but careful in the air. In June 1915 he joined Escadrille MS.3 at the Front. Guynemer was enthusiastic. He found war exciting and eventful.

French tactics did not involve looping the loop or similar manoeuvres. In common with Richthofen his method of attack involved no pirouetting but an aggressive approach at the intended victim, knocking him down with the least expenditure of ammunition possible. Over the battlefield at Verdun, however, he mixed it with the elite of the German fighter arm. In an aerial dogfight he was seriously wounded, managed to make an emergency landing and went into military hospital for three months, but was recovered sufficiently for the Battle of the Somme.

He was one of the few pilots to fly the SPAD XII, much the same as the SPAD XIII, but armed with a cannon. A German ace wrote later:

A point was approaching very fast from the West. At first black and small, it grew quickly in size as it got closer. A SPAD, an enemy fighter. A solitary lone wolf like myself, up here on the hunt for prey. I sat upright in my seat, there was going to be a fight.

We headed for each other at the same height, whistling past with only a hair’s breadth to spare.

We both banked left. The enemy machine shone bright brown in the sun. Then we began circling each other. From below it may have seemed like two great birds of prey engaging in some kind of mating ritual, but up here it was a dance of death. Whoever found his opponent at his back first was lost, for the single-seater could only fire its fixed machine guns forward, to his rear he was defenceless.

Often we roared past each other so close that I could make out clearly a narrow, pale face beneath the leather helmet. On the fuselage between the wings was a word in black capitals. As he swept past me for the fifth time, so close that the airstream from his propellor rocked me in its turbulence, I read it: VIEUX – The Old One. That was Guynemer’s symbol.

Yes, there was only one like him on this Front. Guynemer, victor over thirty German aircraft. Guynemer who always hunted alone like all dangerous birds of prey, whose habit was to plunge down out of the sun, shoot down the enemy aircraft in a flash and then disappear. That was how he shot down my wingman. Now I knew that this was a matter of life and death.

I looped half a loop with the intention of swooping down on him. He read my intention at once and copied me. I tried a turn, Guynemer followed suit.

Once, coming out of a banking movement he got me in his sights for a few seconds. A hail of metal grain rattled through my starboard wing, tinkled brightly against the struts.

I tried everything I knew, the tightest curves, turns, side-slips, but lightning fast he always understood what I was trying, and reacted just as lightning fast himself. Gradually I saw that he was my superior. Not only was his machine better than mine, but the man sitting in it could do more than I. But I kept fighting.

Another curve around. For a moment he slipped into my sights. I pressed the button on the control stick – my machine gun was silent – jammed! I held the stick fast in my left hand while trying to free the obstruction with my right, but in vain.

For a second I considered trying to dive away in an attempt to escape, but against an opponent like this one it would never have paid off, he would simply have got on my back and shot me to pieces.

Round and round we banked. Wonderful flying if we were not at such a high altitude. I had never before encountered such a clever opponent in tactics. For a few seconds I quite forgot that my duelling partner over there was Guynemer, my enemy. I had the same feeling as if I were practising with an old friend over our airfield. But only for a few seconds.

For eight minutes we banked round and round, the longest eight minutes of my life. Then he roared above me overhead, upside down. For a moment I let the stick go and drummed with both fists on my machine gun. A primitive measure, but sometimes it helped.

Guynemer had seen me do this from above, he must have seen it, and now he knew my problem. He knew that I was his defenceless victim. Then it happened: he stretched out his hand and gave me a wave, a slight wave and then he dived away and headed westwards towards his frontlines.

I flew home as if spellbound.

There were people who said Guynemer’s machine gun must also have jammed. Others thought he was fearful that I might ram him in desperation. But I do not think either is right. I believe that a fragment of the chivalrous heroism of olden times remains alive even today. And therefore I lay this late wreath on Guynemer’s unknown grave.
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Every French mother-in-law’s dream and the idol of an entire nation. Georges Guynemer became a national hero. Nobody wanted to believe he had fallen. It was taught in French schools that he had flown so high that he had not been able to come down again. Although his death occurred on 11 September 1917, he was the second highest-scoring French ace.



The experience was described by none other than the great stunt flier Ernst Udet. The exultation of the nation at the exploits of their aerial heroes made the French very generous. For their victories airmen received gold watches and other items of value. Michelin awarded Guynemer the sum of 15,000 francs as a prize. The noble hero spent it all on an organization dedicated to helping the wounded.

Yet the unbounded fame on the one hand and the daily experience of death and destruction on the other began to affect him more and more psychologically. The sensible and unerring youngster became a gambler. Comrades reported that Guynemer had become irritable and ill-tempered, and he had seen his end approaching.

On 11 September 1917 he became involved in an aerial fight with a German two-seater over Poelcapelle. He was seen to fly into cloud, and then disappeared. Many asserted later that he had flown so high that he had not been able to come down again. Nobody believed it could have been a banal shooting down.

The French Press made an epic saga out of the loss of their hero Guynemer. The Journal of 25 September 1917 wrote:

Forty German aircraft swept over the woods at Houthulst (Flanders). Guynemer led the Escadrille of Storks and dived down on five Type D.III Albatrosses. The battle did not last long. Guynemer was surrounded, the machine guns chattered and suddenly his Stork fluttered down slowly like a wet leaf. Seventy metres from the ground the body of the flier was seen to leave the machine, which came to ground almost exactly halfway between the French and German lines. Next day a French patrol recovered the aircraft, but Guynemer’s body could not be found. It is assumed to have fallen into a deep, water-filled crater.

In fact only Guynemer and the young German ace Lt Wissemann of Jasta 3 were found. The Frenchman had been shot down on 11 September 1917, Wissemann in an aerial battle on 28 September. The man who shot down Wissemann was the French ace René Fonck, who announced to the world afterwards that he had suitably avenged the ‘murder’ of his good friend. That was not right either: he and Guynemer were never good friends.

After his death Guynemer was honoured throughout France. He was called ‘the Child of France’, while Commander-in-Chief Joffre was praised as ‘the Father of France’.


Georges Guynemer

Georges Marie Ludovic Jules Guynemer was born in Paris on Christmas Eve 1894. He was distantly related to Louis XIV. On account of his precarious health he was declared unfit for military service but joined the French Army Flying Corps as a mechanic and became a pilot in 1915. His many aerial victories were celebrated enthusiastically by the newspapers, and Guynemer became a folk hero. He fell in aerial combat south of Poelcapelle in West Flanders on 11 September 1917. It appears that he was buried along with German soldiers in a mass grave which has not been identified.



Survivors with the most Aerial Victories

Fonck was a fairly arrogant type. He declared after his seventh aerial victory that he had now become a virtuoso of fighter pilots. After the war he estimated his victories at 120, of this he was absolutely certain. He was credited officially with 75. This was still an enormous achievement, and only Manfred von Richthofen with eighty had more. He was never really popular, probably due to his conceit and tendency for bragging and exaggeration.

René Fonck was born on 27 March 1894 in the Vosges and died in Paris on 18 June 1953. He was in pilot training at the outbreak of war but on account of the casualties in the field was quickly transferred to a front line pioneer regiment. He did not obtain his pilot’s licence until the spring of 1915 when he was transferred to Escadrille C.47 equipped with the two-seater Caudron machine. He was said to have achieved his first aerial victory simply by manouevring without firing a shot. Soon he joined the fighter pilots in Escadrille S.103 of the ‘Stork Squadron’.

Fonck shone as a tactician in aerial warfare. His speciality was lightning-fast attacks out of the sun. He could also fall from above on his victims firing while in a steep dive. He found the SPAD aircraft with its robust construction and great reliability in headlong dives very useful for him. Fonck was as sparing as possible with ammunition. Usually by the end of a duel he would have sufficient still available, during the duel he would study his opponent’s aircraft so precisely that he soon worked out its weak points.
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René Fonck was never popular in France even though he was the best ace of the Allied forces. He specialised in attacks out of the sun when he would plunge down on his victim and fire. He was considered one of the best marksmen amongst fighter pilots, an ability he enjoyed demonstrating on the ground.



Like Guynemer he was also given a SPAD XII, the special model with a machine cannon. With this he is credited officially with shooting down seven opponents, by his own accounting method eleven. Looking over his claims one frequently finds only vague details as to time and victim. Did he exaggerate his victories? Some pilots alleged later that Fonck had ‘stolen’ theirs. Therefore he is a figure still open to controversy like Göring and Bishop. The French preferred the romantic figure of Guynemer.

The ‘Senior Stork’: Alfred Heurtaux

Alfred Heurtaux, son of an officer, was born in Nantes on 20 May 1893, not brought by a stork though later he became commanding officer of the famous third Escadrille nicknamed for its symbol of storks ‘Les Cignones’. This squadron became the French fighter pilots’ elite. Heurtaux passed out through the French cadre forge, the St Cyr Military Academy. In the First World War he was commissioned into the 9th Hussars and distinguished himself on several occasions during the first few weeks. Like many cavalry officers he was anxious to avoid the trenches and applied to be a flier. He was trained as an observer/gunner in November 1914. His pilot never managed to master the Morane L and made one crash landing after another. After crashing right alongside a Belgian military hospital Heurtaux took the hint and became a pilot himself.

From the end of May 1915 he flew Moranes in Escadrille MS.38, then Nieuports. On 5 June that year he was transferred to Escadrille N.3 where he met the young Guynemer, already with eight victories to his credit. Heurtaux got involved in the action, and by August had shot down four enemy aircraft for which he was awarded the Cross of the Legion of Honour and command of the unit. As a career officer, naturally he had advantages there.

His tally at 5 May 1917 was twenty-one aircraft shot down, then he came up against Ernst Udet and was seriously wounded. He was discharged from hospital in August but now the fates had noticed him and he was wounded again, this time through an artery in the thigh. Lucky to land, he returned to hospital, his time as a pilot finished. Once halfway on the road to recovery he was sent to the United States to teach tactics to novice pilots.

After the war he worked for Ford and Renault in the automobile industry, but returned to active military duty in the 1930s as Inspector of Fighter Pilots. Captured as a member of the French Resistance he was moved from one German prison to another and finished up at Buchenwald concentration camp in April 1945, from where he was freed by Allied forces one month later. He died in a Paris suburb on 30 December 1985.

The Belgians Jacquet and Coppens

Almost the entire territory of Belgium was occupied by the Germans in the First World War. The King fled, many units of the Belgian Army succeeded in merging with the Entente in order to fight on in the hope of eventually liberating their homeland. Lacking resources they had to rely on the support of their allies. Britain and France made equipment, weapons and ammunition available.

A squad of fliers continued to exist. At the outbreak of war the Belgian Air Force had thirty-seven pilots. One of its great warriors was Fernand Jacquet, a military officer who rather resembled Agatha Christie’s snappy fictional character Poirot. In April 1915 he became the first Belgian to shoot down an enemy aircraft.

Jacquet was no longer a youth when the war broke out. He was born on 2 November 1888 in Petite Chapelle, Namur, entered military academy in 1907 and was commissioned into the 4th Regt.of the Line at Bruges. He transferred to the aerial section before the war, and made observation flights in a Farman HF 20. He obtained his first victory, and also the first for his country, on 17 April 1915. Later he flew a Farman F40, embellishing the front of it with a death’s head symbol. Between May and July 1916 he shot down four opponents, two of them unconfirmed. Not until 1 February 1917 did he knock down his fifth, his only victory of the year. His last two successes were gained in October and November 1918 in a SPAD XI.

Willy Coppens was not only the Belgian ace of aces, but also the First World War pilot to have shot down the most observation balloons. He painted thirty-five ‘sausages’ on his cowling. He also destroyed three enemy aircraft. He was born on 6 July 1892 near Brussels and entered the Army in 1912. After the German invasion he crossed into France and learnt to fly, but it would be a long time before he got to the Front where finally he served under Fernand Jacquet in 1.Escadrille de Chasse. He painted his Hanriot HD. 1 blue, for which he was known to the Germans as ‘the Blue Devil’. One of his bold strokes was to fly his aircraft over occupied Brussels to greet his parents. They waved up to him as he circled the house at low level.
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The Belgian ace of aces was Willy Coppens, the best anti-balloon specialist of the war. He will hold the title for all time since observation balloons will never be used again on that scale. He lost a leg shortly before the Armistice.



Coppens used to fool the German flak situated around the balloons with his stunt flying antics. On several occasions he shot down two or three balloons in a day.

All his aerial victories against aircraft were achieved between April and October 1918, his last being on 14 October when he received a serious wound and lost a leg. After the war he was knighted as Chevalier Coppens de Houthulst. The Houthulst Woods, today a prohibited military area, was his ‘happy hunting ground’. The Belgian King himself persuaded Coppens after the war to remain in the Army despite his handicap. Later he was appointed military attaché in Italy, Switzerland, France and Great Britain. In 1928 he broke the world record in parachuting. Willy Omer François Jean Coppens de Houthulst died in Antwerp on 21 December 1986.

Albert Ball

The star of English flier Albert Ball rose in 1916. Just nineteen years of age, he climbed into the cockpit of a Nieuport 16 and shot down his first opponent. In July, August and September 1916 he knocked down thirty German aircraft. This was not concealed from the public and the Press was glad to seize upon a positive theme of this nature to distract attention from the catastrophic losses on the Somme.

Ball was the dream of any future mother-in-law. Born in Nottingham on 14 August 1896, industrious and gifted with ideas, at age seventeen he already had his own electrical workshop and iron foundry.On his wealthy parents’ tennis court he taught himself to be a marksman.

As soon as war broke out he volunteered for the Army and joined the Sherwood Foresters, a regiment whose members were obviously known as ‘the Robin Hoods’. Two months later he was commissioned as a second lieutenant. Promotions were extremely fast in Britain, in contrast to the German armies where the wait for promotion was very much longer, particularly for volunteers.

Albert Ball was a lone wolf, and flew mostly alone. In his spare time he tinkered with his machine. He was possibly the first pilot to install a rear-view mirror and adjust the steering of his aircraft so that with both hands he could man the machine gun fixed above the wing. He put the weapon to better use by mounting it on a rail; when the arresting pin was released the gun could fire at an angle upwards. This gave him an advantage even over two-seaters, for then he could fly beneath them outside their field of fire and shoot them down from below.

He had no relationship at all with his colleagues. He owned a small hut on the airfield, and far from his co-fliers lived an almost monastic existence tending his vegetable garden, playing his violin or listening to pleasant melodies while the others celebrated their nights with champagne. He wrote to his family often, revealing himself as a highly strung, reflective person with critical thoughts about warfare. Then he would burst into words of wild triumphant euphoria.

On 30 September 1916 Ball scored his thirty-first aerial victory and now headed the table of the world’s flying aces. The legendary Oswald Boelcke, the previous occupant of first place, had thirty victories. It was then that Ball noticed that not all was well with himself. He was burnt-out: after achieving his record number and the many hours he spent aloft no wonder. He was lucky enough to be given leave just at the right time and travelled back on 4 October to England where he was decorated by King George V. Ball bought one of the first Morgan three-wheelers and used it to tour the country lanes of Nottinghamshire. ‘To drive in this car is like flying without leaving the ground,’ he enthused about the fragile automobile with only one wheel at the rear. He collaborated with the Austin motor company to build an aircraft, working meanwhile as a flying instructor and trainer – and fell in love with a girl of seventeen. Ball did not return to the Front until April 1917, now as Flight Commander, 56 Squadron.

‘Bloody April’, in which the Germans inflicted heavy losses on Entente aircraft, was over. Manfred von Richthofen had been sent on leave on 1 May, his brother Lothar taking command of the Staffel in his absence. He was to become one of the most important protagonists in the events which now unfolded.

7 May 1917 was cloudy with rain. In the evening Ball took off with 56 Squadron. The sky was filled with aircraft: 19 Squadron and 8 Naval Squadron, equipped with Sopwith triplanes, and over there Jasta 11, Richthofen’s elite unit.

Towards 2030 hrs BST as dusk fell, Lothar von Richthofen accepted combat with a British triplane. The fight ended without a result. Suddenly, Lothar came under attack again. He assumed that it was the triplane returning for more. He manoeuvred skilfully into cloud and disappeared. It was not the triplane, however, but Albert Ball in pursuit of the red Albatros. German flak had become involved, firing into the clouds with the result that Richthofen was hit in the hip and his aircraft engine damaged. This forced him to make an emergency landing. His pursuer Albert Ball also had a problem. He was apparently not wounded but we know nothing about the condition of his machine. Lothar von Richthofen reported that he had made his emergency landing near the opponent upon whom he had been firing. He mentioned several times a triplane. Presumably he had manouevred himself into a position in the clouds behind the British aircraft and fired on it. Had the British pilot become disoriented in the cloud? The Richthofen brother must have completely destroyed Ball’s machine so that it was apparently not possible to say if it was a triplane or not. German sources speak of Ball’s fatal head wound.

If Ball and Richthofen flew towards each other firing, it is possible that they shot each other down. Was Richthofen not hit by the flak but by Ball? Or was it not Lothar von Richthofen who shot down Ball but the flak, to which the British also credited the loss of their flier?

German officer Franz Hailer, claiming to be an eye-witness, reported that shots were fired at the wreck of the British aircraft so that it looked as though Lothar had hit it. This does not seem to make much sense unless somebody benefitted from the idea that the aircraft did not crash as the direct result of aerial combat. The officer was stationed at Houplin, a good five kilometres south-west of the crash site and it was already dark.

Ball breathed his last in the arms of a young farm girl, Sieppe Coulon, who later tended his grave. This woman confirmed to Ball’s brother Cyril in a personal talk years afterwards that she pulled Ball out of the aircraft and remained with him until he expired. She also mentioned a head wound. Other versions mention a problem with the aircraft engine experienced by the first SE5s: the engine would stall if the aircraft flew upside-down. In this scenario Ball managed to set the aircraft down with the engine stalled but hit the ground so hard that it fractured his spinal column and he died of the injury.

Two days earlier Ball had written to his fiancée:

Oh, wouldn’t it be lovely if this bestial killing came to an end, if we could all enjoy life together and never have to hurt anyone. I hate this game, but for the time being it is the single thing one is obliged to do. When I am in a good mood, I dedicate myself to my garden and sing.
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Albert Ball was one of the few fighter pilots to become a British folk hero. As in France and Germany, the Royal Flying Corps and British Government attempted to play down such developments as much as possible, understanding that the loss of such an ace was gravely prejudicial to morale.



The same day he wrote to his father:

One of the Huns tried to ram me after he had been hit. He only missed by inches. Oh! I am so sorry to have to keep on killing, I have started to feel like a murderer. I shall be so happy when I am finally finished with it.

The exact circumstances of his death have never been clarified. For his colleagues he was considered missing until 1 June when the Germans dropped a message stating that he had been buried with full military honours at Annoelin. He was posthumously awarded the Victoria Cross and made a Knight of the Legion of Honour. Later the legends blossomed: for example Ball had been hit by a German machine gun gunner in a church tower and had died in the arms of a sweet farm girl. Great recognition came from the Germans who pointed to him as the leader of a special Anti-Richthofen Squadron made up of fighter aces.


Albert Ball (p.110)

Born on 14 August 1896 in Nottingham, for a week from 30 September 1916 he was the only Allied ace to enjoy the top spot in the table of the world’s leading fighter pilots since Hawker the previous January and until the war’s end. He received the Victoria Cross posthumously. The cause of his death on 7 May 1917 remains a subject of debate although the credit for shooting him down is generally given to Lothar von Richthofen. In Britain he was considered the fighter pilot without equal.



Billy Bishop, the Canadian Sphinx

Bishop graduated from military academy with the poorest marks. A braggart and troublemaker, he got through by cribbing. It was a long road from there to being the best pilot of the British Empire forces. Or perhaps not? Of no other pilot do so many rumours abound. Critics, even Canadian assessors, are agreed that his seventy-two claimed aerial victories should be turned about to read twenty-seven and fall in line with the German figures of their losses.

Bishop flew mostly alone and so he had no witnesses. His victories were often accepted based on his unsubstantiated reports. In action he would swoop down on his opponents in a surprise attack leaving them little chance of reaction. ‘I found something that I loved doing more than anything else in the world. For me it was not duty but a wonderful sport.’ A sport in which one could cheat?
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Opinions on Billy Bishop are divided. Some consider him to be the British Empire’s best flying ace, others see him as a liar. Ultimately we shall never know, but there are very strong indications that his official listing of seventy-two aerial victories should be taken with a large pinch of salt.



The flight which won him the Victoria Cross was said to have played out in the following manner: At dawn he flew to a German airfield well behind the Front and attacked. Three aircraft took off to offer combat, he shot them all down and then flew home. For the day in question the Germans lost no aircraft on the Western Front and no airfield considered that it might have been attacked. The German Reich made an official declaration to that effect in November 1917 after hearing the claim of Bishop’s reported exploit. Nevertheless he was awarded the VC. Once the contradictions became known, the authorities ruled that the VC would no longer be awarded without reliable witness statements. The file at the Defence Ministry which handled the award to Bishop has disappeared. His room mate Lt William Fry was one of the first to doubt Bishop’s heroic claim. Firstly because there were no hits to the engine, fuel tank or vulnerable areas of the wings and fuselage on Bishop’s machine. Furthermore he discovered traces of cordite around the bullet holes. This phenomenon would only have occurred if the German guns had been less than six feet away when fired. The bullet holes were also grouped together very tightly. Did Bishop land somewhere, take down his machine gun and fire at his own aircraft? There was some debate in the squadron, but only Fry expressed his doubts openly.

A month earlier there had been a strange story about Bishop and Fry. On 4 May 1917 they had both taken off to intercept a German reconnaissance aircraft. Fry said later that it had been too far away to attack, all they could do was pursue:

After we landed Bishop came up to me and to my surprise exclaimed: ‘We made a good job of knocking him down, did you see him go down and crash?’ or words to that effect. In fact I had not seen any German machine crash, but Bishop’s standing in the squadron was so great that I thought he must mean some other machine he had shot down closer to us. I did not like to contradict him. I was young, lacked self-confidence and did not want to risk losing my place in the squadron.

Bishop wrote the report and claimed one victory. This was shared with Fry. Was that actually the case? Willy Fry never spoke of these matters. It came to light only during the making of a film about Bishop.

After forty-seven – one ought to say alleged – aerial victories Bishop was transferred home in order to use his renown to encourage recruitment in Canada. Then ‘Bish’, as he was called, went to England as an artillery instructor. He did not return to the Front until May 1918 when he took command of 85 Squadron, but was withdrawn after a brief while for a position in Canada. In the period between May and June he claimed another 25 aerial victories, some of these having features giving rise to some doubt.

On 19 June 1918, his last day at the Front, he caused uproar. He claimed to have shot down four Pfalz D.IIIs over Ploegsteert within two minutes, and ten minutes later a two-seater. On that particular day, however, the weather conditions prevented most aircraft from taking off and the German losses occurred only amongst training units in the Reich and one fighter pilot was killed while attacking a balloon. The career of Billy Bishop therefore ended with a roll of drums. Later, as his son reported on it in a biography, he was the only pilot in the rankings not to have been praised to the skies at least rhetorically when it could be maintained of Richthofen:

He flew with ice-cold calculated skill and it was his great trick to stay clear of the thick of the fight until his squadron colleagues had prepared a rewarding target for him. Then Richthofen, the sun at his back, would plunge down on his victim, go to town on the lame duck and then fly home, another ‘great victory’ in his pocket.

One sees how envious and consumed by the lust for fame this Billy Bishop must have been.


William ‘Billy’ Bishop

Born on 8 February 1894 at Owen Sound, Ontario, the son of an attorney, Bishop passed out as a cadet from the Royal Military College, Kingswood, Ontario, and at the outbreak of war entered the 8th Canadian Mounted Rifles. In December 1915 he transferred into the Royal Flying Corps. He was considered a pilot of average ability, his strong points being his outstanding distance vision and marksmanship. He flew mainly alone. He had two spells as a fighter pilot and between them worked for some months as a recruiting officer and instructor. After duty at the Front from the summer of 1918 he worked on his memoirs, ‘Winged Warfare’. In the Second World War he was Air Marshal for Pilot Recruitment and Training. He died on 11 September 1956 at Palm Beach, Florida.



The Racing Driver as a Pilot: Eddie Rickenbacker

Born in 1890 in the Mid-West, Rickenbacker came from a region where the US Army traditionally found many recruits. His childhood ended when he was thirteen. His father died and instead of school he had to work in a factory. Later he also worked as a car mechanic. From 1910 he was a very successful racing car driver. In 1917 he volunteered and became the driver for General Pershing, Commander-in-Chief of the American Expeditionary Force. Very soon he became interested in flying and he succeeded in being accepted for flying training.

On 4 March 1918 he joined the 94th Squadron as a fighter pilot immediately without having his aptitude subjected to scrutiny in a twoseater. At first his squadron colleagues disliked him. He had no manners and used foul language. Reed Chambers said of him:

In those early days Rickenbacker was the most disliked person you could imagine. He was strong, taller than us, hard as steel. His racing car talk and rough language did not fit in well with the elite of the American colleges. When Rick came to us the other pilots cut him off. He overplayed the strong man role.

Rickenbacker described his attitude to warfare in these terms:

I loved flying. My whole life long I was close to engines. I was always enthusiastic about sport. The excitement of a car race was not at all comparable to an aerial battle over France. For me the joy of shooting down another man was no more attractive than the idea of being shot down myself. I hated the whole war business. But the chance of comparing my experience and self-confidence against German pilots boasting of their valour, and defeating them in aerial battle, that fascinated me.

He obtained his first aerial victory on 29 April 1918, sharing the shooting down of a Pfalz D.III with James Norman Hall. Fourteen years later this pilot would become world famous with his novel ‘Mutiny on the Bounty’. His co-author was Charles Nordhoff, also a pilot, although they were not acquainted during the war. Hall’s career as a pilot was brief and he finished up in a German PoW camp. Rickenbacker had two phases in which he notched victories, the first between 29 April and 30 May 1918 destroying six enemy aircraft flying a Nieuport 28. He obtained another twenty victories between 14 September and 30 October 1918 in a SPAD XIII, serial number S4523. He described his first victory thus:
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‘Rick’ Rickenbacker posing in front of his SPAD XIII in which he scored twenty victories in September and October 1918. This made him the best US fighter pilot. Rickenbacker had Swiss ancestry and he spent his retirement in the land of his ancestors. He died in Zurich in 1973.



A reconnaissance aircraft came flying towards us at about the same altitude as ourselves from the area north of Pont-à-Mousson. I recognised it at once as a Hun, for it had the wellknown shape of their new Pfalz. My faith in James Norman Hall was so great that I knew for sure he would make no mistakes. The Hun approached us on a constant path not having noticed the great danger into which he was flying for we had the sun at our backs.

We had risen at least 1000 feet higher than the enemy and were two against one. He could have dived away and left us whistling because the Pfalz was an outstanding aircraft in a dive while our Nieuports, although they could climb fast, had the strange propensity to discard their canvas if they were dived too impetuously. By now the Boche had lost his chance to outmanoeuvre us. His only salvation would have been to dive and head for his own lines.

This thought flashed through my mind like lightning and I knew at once what my tactics should be. While Hall attacked, I kept my altitude and took up a position on the other side of the Pfalz to cut off his retreat. Not until I changed my heading and came out of the sun did the German see me. Hall was already halfway towards him when the opponent lifted his nose and began to climb like mad. I let him pass and found myself on the other side again as Hall began to fire. I don’t think that the Boche ever saw Hall’s Nieuport.

Surprised at having found a second opponent in Hall, the Pfalz abandoned any idea of defending itself and turned about for home. I had expected that. In a flash I sat on his tail. Down, down we dived like greased lightning. Hall followed me. The Boche lost his interest in any more turns and manouevres. He ran for it like a frightened novice. At 150 yards I pressed the trigger. The tracer cut a strip of blazing fire into the rear of the Pfalz. The Pfalz banked lightly left towards the south and one minute later hit the ground hard on the edge of a wood. The truth of the matter is that in the great emotion of achieving my first victory it did not strike me that I had fired at another pilot with intent to kill him, and thinking about it, I doubted that I had might have made any mistake which would have changed the whole situation.

Eddie Rickenbacker was the most successful US ace with twenty-six aerial victories.


Rickenbacker

Edward Vernon Rickenbacker was born on 8 October 1890 in Columbus, Ohio. His family were German-Swiss immigrants originally of the surname Rickenbacher. His second forename was added to avoid discrimination resulting from the anti-German sentiment in the United States after 1914. He did not complete his secondary education and went from one job to another. In 1910 he took up a career as a racing driver. In this he was very successful and even set a world speed record of 214 kms/hr. As a member of the 94th Squadron and later its commanding officer, he had more aerial victories to his credit than any other US pilot. Later he founded an automobile firm and for many years was the head of Eastern Airlines. He died on 27 July 1973 in Zurich.
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Dogs were much loved by pilots on both sides of the trenches. This small example belonged to 2nd.Lt Walter von Bülow-Bothkamp who transferred to the Flying Corps from the Death’s Head Hussars of Braunschweig. He died over Ypres on 6 January 1918 after obtaining twenty-eight aerial victories.




CHAPTER SIX

Everyday Life at the Squadron

‘...We have found a small house offering perfect quarters for two officers, a villa standing empty. It provides us with a small officers’ mess, consisting of a study, dining room and smoking room.’ 
(Max Immelmann, in a letter to his mother dated 27 May 1915.)

Jack Morris Wright wrote: ‘Of course, flying is a long series of heart attacks, dinner parties and sleep from your first take-off until your last crash landing. But after you take off and are quite alone in the world, the heart attack becomes mental agony.’

In the First World War, pilots were known to have an especially quiet life. To the present day, every disciplined Army man considers the Luftwaffe to be ‘a crowd run to seed’. The other branches of the armed forces were in general envious of the aviators lounging in comfortable saloon coaches while infantry went in third-class trains with wooden seats.

All First World War units developed a jargon, the vocabulary of which has been mostly forgotten, although many terms remain in common use. Thus the pilot was known as a rule as ‘Emil’, and his observer ‘Franz’. The latter was also the navigator, and when he admitted that he did not have a clue where they were he was ‘verfranzt’ (sich verfranzen=to get lost). This happened most frequently with ‘Häschen’ (=bunnies), novice fliers.

In flying weather fighter pilots usually drank milk or soda water. If they knew for sure that the weather would be too inclement to fly (Fliegerwetter=airman’s weather), then as a rule the alcohol would flow. Many abstained entirely, most of the vegetarians and Max Immelmann. German aviators seldom had money problems thanks to the ‘flying supplement’ of fifty marks.

In 1917, Richthofen lived in a mansion called Roncourt. It was typical of the accommodation for airmen of both sides. An eye-witness stated that it was a wonderful mansion, Richthofen’s room had four giant windows overlooking a glorious park. He had a boudoir with a hot water tub, a saloon, billiard room and a greenhouse. What else would one want? As for the owners of the mansion, had they fled, been arrested, simply turned out? Nobody knew.

Eddie Rickenbacker described everyday routine with the British as follows:

Veteran squadron commanders had learned that their pilots lived longer and fought better if they were helped through the wearisome periods of waiting with the occasional amusements. That was particularly important if leave could not be given regularly. The British, who were masters in this kind of welfare work for their people, not only worked out plans of leave schedules for their pilots, but also required all pilots on the airfield to become involved in sports and games on visits to other units within a certain circumference. Film shows, whist tournaments, rambles and other means of getting their pilots to forget the war helped British airmen maintain their morale and fighting spirit at a level higher than anywhere else in the world.

Sporting events might have raised the fighting spirit of the men but also had quite banal dangers. It was a quite frequent occurrence with British pilots that they received an injury playing football or rugby and were no longer able to fly.

A well-known illness amongst German fighter pilots was a ‘sore throat’. This could only be cured by hanging the Pour le Mérite or the Iron Cross around the sufferer’s neck. Even Richthofen suffered from it occasionally. The number of aerial victories and their recognition by a decoration was a common topic of conversation:

In Boelcke’s time, eight was a very respectable number to have shot down. Anyone who hears nowadays of the colossal number of shootings-down must think it has become much easier. I can assure him, however, that it is getting more difficult from month to month, even from week to week. Naturally one has far more opportunity to shoot down an enemy now, but unfortunately the possibility of being shot down oneself is also greater. The enemy’s armament is getting better and better, and his numbers greater and greater.
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Taking the sun here are pilots Kurt Hetze, Werner Niethammer and their colleague Grimm from Jasta 13. The deck chairs had a practical use for keeping a quiet eye on the skies, but gave rise to an impression of lazy airmen for whom discipline was a word written in rather small print.



The longing for a major decoration caused many to become reckless and forget caution. The ‘Blue Max’, the highest award for Germans, was the great aim for many. One wanted to enjoy fame like Immelmann and Boelcke. If a pilot was mentioned by name in the Army Bulletin, then naturally he floated on Cloud Nine, and then the people at home would become deliriously happy and proud. Oswald Boelcke’s father recalled:

I shall never forget that day, it was the 27 September 1915, a Monday, when a friend came running to our house and with a beam of pleasure showed us the Army Bulletin praising our Oswald’s fourth victory over an enemy aircraft, a French Voisin machine. Of course, that was a great joy for us and we were proud for our youngster, but naturally we never dreamed he would become so famous.

As a rule the daily newspapers would publish an edited version of the Army Bulletin. Many pilots wrote to their parents describing their victories in great detail. Many were unable to conceal their ‘sore throat’, but only a very few would become as popular as Boelcke or Richthofen.

Especially prominent pilots would be asked by officialdom ‘through unofficial channels’ to write reports on their experiences. It happened frequently that VIPs such as princes or very senior officers paid visits to the Front, though never somewhere very dangerous. The airmen would serve them up a programnme for discussion. Buddecke reported of one such visit:

For the guests coming today the ‘Grand Programme’ has been prepared. First, by order of the Grand Captain, our flight commander, ‘at two o’clock, meeting of the dignitaries at Vaux to inspect the airfield’.

Then a simulated aerial battle would be held often followed by a flown circuit of the airfield.

Famous Staffel and Geschwader commanders would have access to highranking guests. Thus when Richthofen met with Hindenburg and Ludendorff the conversation at dinner was almost of an in-family nature when it was discovered that Hindenburg and Richthofen had occupied the same room at the Wahlstatt Cadet Academy. This type of thing drew people together. Boelcke and Immelmann ate with German princes, some pilots even chatted with the Kaiser.

Most fliers on either side of the frontlines had an addiction to animals, especially dogs. Fonck’s house pet was a female stork called Helen. Immelmann’s Great Dane was Tyras: Manfred von Richthofen had an Ulm mastiff named Moritz. Dogs wandered around everywhere. Compared to other branches of the military, life was notably casual. Richthofen usually had his hands in his pockets, most airmen would hold a cigarette in one hand and have the other hand in the jacket pocket. The walking stick was also much liked. Very necessary for some convalescents, for the Germans it was a mark of distinction. Anthony Fokker had walking sticks made from aircraft propellors and presented them to good friends and distinguished pilots.

Jagdsgeschwader 1, which operated as a kind of aerial fire brigade sent to trouble-spots at the Front, had its own railway train in which a number of its members also lived. Less comfortable would be living quarters at an airfield very close to the battle zone. If no housing was available, tents would have to serve as dwellings and fingers crossed that one did not come under fire. An important component of airfield staffs were observers and machine gun gunners of the flak units. Together with ground personnel – cooks, mechanics, batmen, office wallahs, security personnel – a Staffel, Squadron or Escadrille was a very complex unit.
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The two most famous naval aces Gotthard Sachsenberg (thirty-one victories) and Theo Osterkamp (thirty-two victories) together with Joseph Jacobs holding a walking stick. These three fought together in 1919 in the Baltic region against the Soviets. Jacobs’ forty-eight victories rank him as the fourth-best German ace with Werner Voss. He had been a fighter pilot since the single-seater days. His battles against the Frenchman Nungesser were renowned, but he also fought with Guynemer, McCudden and Navarre. He piled up his tally particularly in September and October 1918 by doubling the number of aircraft he shot down. At his death in 1978, he was the last German airman Pour le Mérite holder. He was also the pilot with the most aerial victories in a triplane. He flew his blackpainted machine until the war’s end even though it was obsolete by then. His secret: a more powerful engine which he had installed as time went on.
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Ritter von Tutschek in front of the SPAD XIII of 2nd Lt Doyle whom he forced to land on 26 February 1918. It was his first aerial victory as commander of Jagdgeschwader 2. Tutschek was already a hero with the infantry. He received his knighthood for an outstanding achievement on the Eastern Front.




CHAPTER SEVEN

Knights of the Air

‘I believe that a fragment of the chivalrous heroism of olden times remains alive even today. And therefore I lay this late wreath on Guynemer’s unknown grave.’ 
(Fighter pilot Ernst Udet in an account of his aerial battle with Guynemer.)

Respect on both sides of the Front

Enemies in the air mostly had great respect for each other. The pilots of one side were very interested in the pilots of the other, collected intelligence about them from wherever it could be gathered and expressed honest recognition for their achievements. Ernst Udet once found on a shot-down Frenchman the military aviation magazine La Guerre Aérienne which had his own grinning face on the front page. The caption read: ‘Lieutenant Udet. The reigning ace of the Boche aces.’

After aerial battles in which an opponent landed and was taken prisoner the victors spared no effort to search him out. These reunions were mostly conducted with mutual respect. A fine such episode confirming that occurred on 2 September 1916.

A British aircraft was forced to put down on German-held territory with a broken wing. The pilot made a clean landing and had no wounds. At once Boelcke set down his machine close by and an interesting conversation developed. When the English pilot, Captain R.E. Wilson of 32 Squadron heard the identity of the person standing before him he said, ‘If I had to be brought down, then at least by such a splendid man!’

Next day Boelcke had him brought out of the transit camp for a tasty breakfast with the Staffel and a short tour of the airfield.

Friedrich Schilling, a participant in the war, recalled in his book that this friendliness was not always without an ulterior motive:

Most of these English ‘flying men’ were smart, ingenious young fellows. With how many of them did we shake hands after they had put down and surrendered, and then had comradely chats about flying and aerial sports! If one then criticised this or that British aircraft type in a decent manner, saying it was no use, their sporting temperament would come to the fore: they would emerge from their distrustful reserve, become lively and then reveal things which were not uninteresting to us as their enemy! Thus in sporting conversations between professionals we often learned more than did the adroit intelligence officers at Army High Command and General Command.

Ace and Missionary

Jean-Pierre Léon Bourjade, born on 25 May 1889 at Montauban, knew the career he wanted from his early childhood: to become a missionary and spread the gospel amongst the natives in darkest Africa. In 1908 he entered the Missionary Brothers of the Sacré Coeur de Jésus at Issoudun as a novice. When the heir apparent to the Austrian throne was murdered at Sarajevo in 1914, Boujade was studying theology at Fribourg. He was not far from achieving his ambition: Switzerland was neutral and Bourjade could have completed his studies there in peace, but he too was seized by patriotism.

He returned to France and went to the Front with 23 Artillery Regiment. In 1917 he transferred to the aviators and after training joined Escadrille N.127. He painted on his aircraft the image of St.Theresa of Lisieux and flew a pennant with the national colours, the white field bearing the sacred heart symbol of the Coeur Jesu Order to which he belonged. The unit to which he belonged had a crocodile as its symbol.

Towards noon on 27 March 1918 Bourjade claimed his first victim by shooting down a tethered balloon. This target became his occupation. By the war’s end he was credited with one enemy aircraft and twenty-seven balloons shot down. He was therefore the second-best balloon ace of the war behind the Belgian Willy Coppens and became a Knight, and later Officer, of the Legion of Honour. On the French national holiday to celebrate the storming of the Bastille in 1918 he shot down three balloons in five minutes.

Having survived the war he continued his religious studies and was ordained as a priest on 26 July 1921. That November he left for Papua. He served as a missionary with the Sacré-Coeur Order on Yule Island, British New Guinea, but his work was cut short on 24 October 1924 when he died, probably of leprosy.
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The double life of Léon Bourjade condensed into two photos: the missionary and the highly decorated fighter pilot. He was a student of theology when war broke out, and volunteered immediately. So as not to have to kill anybody, the Christian believer specialised in shooting down tethered balloons.



Of the Old German Nobility

Like Richthofen, Oskar Freiherr von Boenigk came from Silesia. He was born on 25 August 1893 at Siegersdorf, Lower Silesia. Also like Richthofen he attended the Cadet Academy at Wahlstatt, completing his training at Lichterfelde in Berlin. On 22 March 1912 he joined 2 Silesian Grenadier-Regiment König Friedrich III, No.11: on 22 August 1914 he was seriously wounded in France. After several more battles and more wounds he joined the Aerial Branch at the end of 1915 and flew various bomber missions as an observer. After completing pilot training he went to Jasta 4 in Richthofen’s Jagdgeschwader where he got to know the elite of the German fighter pilots. He obtained his first aerial victory on 20 July.

In the autumn of that year he was awarded command of Jasta 21 even though he had no great list of successes: as a career officer one had advantages. In June 1918 he took command of Jagdgeschwader 2 as successor to the seriously wounded Berthold. Under his leadership the inexperienced American squadrons were fleeced on a grand scale. Von Boenigk finished with twenty-seven aerial victories including seven balloons.

After the war he organised a voluntary Freikorps flying unit to fight the Poles in Upper Silesia. Later he joined the new Luftwaffe, and during the Second World War was commandant of the aerodrome at Breslau. He retired in 1943 and died in a Soviet prison camp on 30 January 1946.

Olivier Freiherr von Beaulieu-Marconnay was the youngest recipient of the Pour le Mérite. Born on 14 September 1898 the offspring of a Huguenot Berlin noble family, he was still at High School when war broke out and entered the Army in 1915. He was attached to the 4 Dragoons as an ensign and saw action on the Eastern Front in the Pripyet Marshes. Like his brother he joined the aerial branch in the summer of 1917, the cavalry no longer having the role which it had served for many centuries.

Beaulieu-Marconnay passed very quickly from Jagdstaffel training school to Jasta 15 commanded by Josef Veltjens, the unit later becoming part of Jagdgeschwader 2. Now he had the best available circumstances to begin high scoring, but it would not be until 28 May 1918 that he obtained his first aerial victory. The Staffel was equipped with Siemens-Schuckert Werke D.III aircraft, a rarity, though they did all that was asked of them. Veltjens, Klein, von Hantelmann, Hugo Schäfer, Joachim von Ziegesar and the others had many victories. ‘Bauli’ as the young Huguenot was called was very popular in the Staffel for his sunny personality. By mid-June he had knocked down eight aircraft, and so it went on: by September he had been made leader of Jasta 19, a great success for this young man. By 10 October his tally had risen to twenty-six victories.

On 26 October 1918 the fates proved how cruel they could be. On 18 October, Beaulieu-Marconnay had received a severe wound in action, an accidental bullet in the thigh from a Fokker. The wound was not considered all that serious at first, but he died of it six days later. Six hours after his death, his squadron received news that he had been awarded the ‘Blue Max’. One day after his commanding officer von Boenigk and his colleague Franz Büchner, he was the fourth in the squadron to be awarded it.

The Bavarian Knight

Every cloud has a silver lining even if it involves a soldier being wounded, or should we say at least for an interested public thirsting for news from the Front, or for modern military historians. During his convalescence, the Bavarian commanding officer of Jagdgeschwader 2, Captain Adolf Ritter von Tutschek set down his war memoirs up to his personal present time in order that they should be published in the form of a booklet. Stürme und Luftsiege – Storms and Aerial Victories – was its title. He never lived to finish it, being shot down on 15 March 1918.

Tutschek already wore the highest Bavarian decoration when he transferred from the Augsburg 3 Infantry-Regiment of the Royal Bavarian Army into the Flying Branch. He won his Military-Max-Josef-Order for leading several spectacular assaults. His brigade commander General von Schoch wrote:

When on 9 August 1914 he was the first man to succeed in ejecting the best Russian guards regiment Preobrashenski from an position at Petrylov considered invulnerable, I recommended that his regimental commander should put forward Tutschek’s name for the Military-Max-Josef-Order for that feat alone.

The Order came with elevation to knighthood. Adolf Tutschek was now entitled to call himself Adolf Ritter von Tutschek. Schoch had received the decoration himself that same month.

One of Tutschek’s first spoken words was ‘Mars’, by which he meant ‘march’, something he was already practising in the nursery. His dear father died suddenly when Adolf was eight, and he went with his mother from Ingolstadt, the town of his birth, to Augsburg. After finishing his schooling he entered the regiment in which his grandfather had served: Infantry-Regiment Prinz Karl.

As a 2nd Lt he was serving as a company commander when war broke out. Tutschek sat in one of the first trains to leave Bavaria heading for France. The Bavarians under Crown Prince Rupprecht had the mission of securing the borders of Alsace, then part of the Reich. Almost every day he wrote his mother a letter. The diary he kept in parallel was unfortunately destroyed by an Entente shell.

Subsequently that same year Tutschek’s regiment was moved to the Vosges mountains. He experienced a few skirmishes there in the late summer and autumn. In his letters he frequently took the opportunity to deliver mood-laden written sketches such as that of 9 October 1914 when he described a French attack unfolding a couple of kilometres away while on the reverse:

...the band of 1.Infantry-Regiment played Die Wacht am Rhein, marches and songs below the glorious starry sky of a wonderful if also cold October night. Now and again, therefore, war can be enjoyable.

Christmas 1914 saw the regiment digging galleries to explode heavy landmines below the French positions. On Christmas Eve two soldiers fell shot through the head – they had wanted to fraternize with the French. Two days afterwards Tutschek watched some of his men rendezvous in No Man’s Land with the French for conversations. Later his unit was sent to the Eastern Front to support the Austrian breakthrough at Gorlice. The German infantry support not only stabilised the Front but it led to an incomparable success. Tutschek was very critical of the Austro-Hungarian ally.

After being wounded in the foot and receiving several decorations, amongst them the Military-Max-Josef-Order, he returned to the Western Front, again to a location of concentrated effort – Verdun. Just after having been made batallion adjutant, on 23 March 1916 in the Avrocourt Gorge he suffered severely in a gas attack. During his convalescence he decided to become a pilot. He was already a true war hero with many mentions in the Army Bulletin.

At Schleissheim between July and October 1916 he was trained to fly and also learnt to drive a car and motor cycle. Then he was given a posting to Feldflieger-Abteilung 6b. The small ‘b’ behind the numeral indicated a Bavarian unit. In January 1917 he was transferred to the Boelcke Jasta, still then the elite Staffel, and at the end of April the charismatic officer was nominated as leader of Jagdstaffel 12. His aerial victories brought him the Pour le Mérite and a premature promotion to Captain. In contrast to the Entente forces, where aviators of the rank of Major were commonplace, the German armies were very reticent with their promotions. The rank of Captain (or equivalent cavalry rank of Rittmeister) was the highest rank for any aircrew, and these fliers would always be career soldiers.

On 2 February 1918 following the example of Richthofen’s Jagdgeschwader (JG), JG 2 was formed consisting of Tutschek’s Jasta 12, and the Jastas 13, 15 and 19. Tutschek was selected as Geschwader commander. He had been five months in military hospital and so as to give his wounded arm the chance to heal completely he served in the Grand HQ on the Staff of the Commanding General, Aerial Forces.

He was called the Black Knight because he painted his aircraft black and naturally flew again as soon as the opportunity arose. Once, for the purpose of trying out his new triplane, he took off for a brief circuit. He related to his mother what happened next:

Actually I just wanted to try out my new Fokker and not go near the Front but, even though I was just out for a spin, being the type of man thirsty for action that I am, when I saw German flak firing over Laon and enemy single-seaters twisting and turning in it, I threw caution to the winds. I was to discover very quickly that the road to Hell is paved with the rules of caution, for very soon their Club made my welcome to Hell very hot indeed. My first shock was to see uncountable numbers of half-hearted French singleseaters (an airman’s tactful word for cowardly) which are almost never seen over our lines, not to mention never known to accept battle there, so far inland beyond our front and cavorting merrily. As I was unfortunately at a lower altitude than they were, I placed myself between them and our frontline and got on the tail of the last aircraft of the enemy squadron made up of sixteen SE (Scout Experimental) single-seaters all wearing the British roundel. I closed in, aimed, fired and thought, now he will plummet to the ground or dive away.

Quite the contrary occurred. To my horror, my friend before me did a turn and approached me firing and all at once all sixteen SEs made a snappy somersault and roared down towards me. All British, I thought: I fired, banked, looped the loop, in brief I never presented the attacking aircraft coming at me alternately with the chance of an easy target. With astonishing determination one after the other came roaring up shooting furiously before climbing away and making off when I turned towards them and fired. Odds of sixteen to one were too much and in addition I had noticed with unease that the unequal battle was being driven gradually towards their frontlines by the easterly wind. Therefore it was high time to make myself scarce. As we were still over German-held territory, I was sure the Tommys would not follow me down close to the ground. machine gun fire would make them pay for it. Standing the triplane vertical on its nose, ‘Schnirpskopf’ as we call it, I dived at high speed for the Crepy Woods to the east leaving the yapping pack of hounds far behind me. Four stayed aloft, twelve were banking to cut off my heading, so more gas and I went down to ten metres above the treetops! Even here I was pursued by five or six enemy single-seaters. I couldn’t land, first because the area was thickly wooded, and secondly if I made a belly-landing Tommy would spray me with his machine guns. There was nothing for it but a desperate decision to accept combat with the six SEs at ten metres altitude and keep fighting until one or the other of us ran out of fuel, other German aircraft came to my aid or I received the fatal shot. In addition I had already fired 600 rounds and now I had blockage of both machine guns. A very uncomfortable situation! Tak-tak-tak came from behind me, above; I banked so steeply that my wingtips almost touched the ground and roared towards them; at the same moment tak-tak-tak from behind and laterally, I banked to the right towards them and climbing. One British aircraft roared below me, the other passed me overhead. Again I heard the rattle behind me. Splinters of wood flew into my face, the beam above my head was shot to pieces, the rudder pedal below my feet hit. With a jerk I tipped the nose down to escape the bursts of fire from my new pursuer, from close to the ground I rose up with the motor screaming and found myself behind my attacker. Praise God my left-side machine gun was firing again. I hit my opponent’s fuel tank and he attempted to disengage trailing a long white tail of vapour. I was unable to finish him off because I had one of his colleagues at the back of my neck. I outmanoeuvred him and fired a burst upwards which did damage, causing him to break off. The other four were still confident it was only a matter of time and from above me recommenced their attack. My triplane was clearly superior to them in manoeuvrability and a feeling of security was gradually growing within me.

After we had all enjoyed ourselves by this means for a full fifteen minutes, the four surviving single-seaters abandoned their fruitless attempts to shoot me down. As they headed back for the frontlines I had not a single round left in my guns, but nevertheless I followed hot on their heels and escorted them out of our territory. Apparently they had had quite enough of me, and to tell the truth I was as pleased as punch that the one-sided battle had ended the way it had. I painted pretty, round, black, white and red roundels around the bullet holes in my machine together with the date and since that day I have been very attached to my Fokker triplane.

What a great performance! None of the pilots logged a victory, however. On another day Tutschek was successful, the victim, a SPAD XIII, was credited to him as number twenty-four:

At midday seated in my Fokker triplane I was heading towards Laon rolling from the left wing to the right. I was still quite far from the Front when suddenly there was a dreadful explosion just beneath me. I looked below in astonishment. I saw two black points of flak fire attempting to draw my attention to something. I looked left, I looked right and then upwards, but saw nothing suspicious, only an aircraft in the far distance making inland across German territory at 2,000 metres altitude. It was so far off that I could not identify what type it was. It wouldn’t be French, not having a spin alone at 2,000 metres behind our balloon barrage. Instinct told me that I should take a closer look. I cut off his opportunity for a banking turn for I was higher and could soon overtake him. Now he had apparently seen me and turned in my direction. This meant that I could not see his nationality symbol from ahead. I became suspicious, jerked my triplane upwards at the vertical, got above him and saw the British roundels on his wings. I turned, closed my left eye and aimed with my right, the work of a second. Tommy was now banking round but his 200 hp SPAD was a heavy customer and not quick enough to return my fire once my two machine guns rattled out. Fifty rounds, the SPAD went up vertical, I followed, then he made a somersault and went into a vertical dive. Following him down I gave an anxious look at my speedometer, reading more than 240 kms/hr. Never pull out before you see the impact: that is a principle I have learnt from many nasty experiences. I saw his propellor cease revolving, and a long white trail of smoke indicated a hit in his fuel tank. The SPAD set down and to my great joy made a safe landing with no other apparent damage. This was at Athies, 2 kms north-east of Laon. But watch carefully, now came the critical moment when the bold Englishman would set his crate on fire before I could stop it. Tak-tak-tak, I fired into the ground just ahead of his aircraft’s nose. His reaction was prompt. In a flash he was out, did the 100 metre sprint and then raised his arms. Obviously I ceased firing and circled above my trophy until two cavalrymen came riding up at the gallop and took him prisoner. I returned to my airfield and went by car to the aircraft, almost undamaged with rounds only through the overhead wing, fuel tank and propellor. Next I continued to Laon to meet Irish Lt Doyle who seemed very happy to have escaped with a grazing shot to the left big toe. He had taken the German barrage balloons for British, said that he had been a pilot for three months in Flanders and was satisfied that for him the war was over. I had to admit I was happy for him there! Him the son of a British colonel.
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The Bavarian Adolf Tutschek had won the highest awards with his infantry regiment for which he was knighted by the Bavarian king. After being seriously wounded he continued his military service as a pilot. In this photo he has the Pilot’s Badge but is still without his Pour le Mérite.



The captured pilot was 2nd Lt David Colquhoun Doyle, whose SPAD XIII with serial number B6732 became the subject of countless photographs. Tutschek was mistaken in thinking that Doyle was a full lieutenant. A 2nd Lt was equal in rank to a German Leutnant (=lieutenant junior grade). Was Doyle really wounded in the toe? It sound rather like a metaphor for a very minor wound if any. It has been assumed that his machine was a SPAD VII. Tutschek called it a 200-hp-SPAD. That corresponds to a SPAD XIII. Since the beginning of the year Doyle’s squadron had changed over from SPAD VIIs to SPAD XIIIs. The difference is simple to identify by the machine guns. The older SPAD VII had only one machine gun, the SPAD XIII had two.

Subsequently things became less positive for the Black Knight. In his triplane he shot down only one tethered balloon and two more aircraft and then he met his end.


Adolf Ritter von Tutschek

Senior Military Surgeon Karl Tutschek and his wife Julie both came from military families. Their son Adolf was born at Ingolstadt on 16 May 1891, but soon after they moved to Munich. After the early death of his father, Adolf and his mother relocated to Augsburg. Here the boy attended the same High School as Napoleon III and then became a career soldier. He distinguished himself in the field very early in the war for which he was knighted. After a severe wound he transferred into the Army Flying Corps. From being commander of Jasta 12, he became the senior officer of the newly formed Jagdgeschwader 2. After obtaining twenty-seven aerial Victories he lost his life at Brancourt on 15 March 1918.



Lt Heinz Krapfenbauer of JG 2 reported on Tutschek’s death as follows:

Adolf took off in his triplane with four colleagues at 0845 hrs on 16 March 1918 from the Marle aerodrome near Laon. He was flying with Becker as wingman, the other three were hanging back about 300 metres. The Front itself was quiet. It was a fresh, cold March morning with glorious sunshine. While flying in that formation, looking into the sun Becker noticed at long distance two small points which he identified as aircraft. Almost at once Adolf went into a spin. He regained control of the machine, made a couple of downward spirals and then went into a fresh spin. He caught the machine again and made a smooth landing between the lines at Brancourt. Becker followed him as protection down to 10 metres above the ground and saw that Adolf was handling the machine calmly and correctly. The other three German aircraft had noticed the two enemy machines and also Adolf plummeting down, and set off in pursuit. They got close enough to recognise the nationality markings. Lt Becker, who had come up through the ranks with twelve aerial victories, a fine man, a devoted, safe comrade, was hardly able to announce the bad news for sobbing, most of the officers and men could not hold back their tears.

What happened here exactly? Aircraft of 24 Squadron had discovered Tutschek and Becker. They plunged down directly out of the sun on the two German aircraft. Tutschek was flying his Fokker triplane with assembly number 404, the rear part of it being painted black. Apparently he was hit in the temple by a round fired from the machine gun of South African Lt H.B.Redler. Tutschek was found dead in his practically undamaged machine, wrapped in his captured leather RFC greatcoat. Redler’s success was not recognised.

Wilhelm Frankl

Born in Hamburg in 1893, a Jew who had been baptized into the Christian religion, he obtained his first victory firing a rifle at a Voisin biplane on 10 May 1915. Shortly afterwards he was transferred to the celebrated Single-Seater Command (KEK) Vaux, and joined such fliers of renown as Ernst Freiherr von Althaus and Kurt Wintgens. With their Fokker single-seaters they were mainly the reason why the Entente spoke of a ‘plague of Fokkers’. Finally promoted to 2nd Lt., on 12 August 1916 he received the Pour le Mérite after a double shooting down and then went on to score nine more aerial victories. For a while later he led Jasta 4, a development from KEK Vaux. Two days after shooting down four, and one day after his twentieth aerial victory he was shot down himself by a Bristol F.2b fighter while flying his Albatros D.III over Vitry-Sailly on 8 April 1917.

Sixteen years after his death he was declared persona non grata by the Nazis for his Jewish blood, and his name was deleted from the history books. Nowadays the pleasant and much liked Knight of the Order Pour le Mérite is rehabilitated and rightly applauded as one of the most capable fighter pilots of the first phase of the First World War. The modern Luftwaffe barracks at Neuburg on the Danube is called ‘Wilhelm-Frankl-Kaserne’ in his honour.

James McCudden: From Mechanic to Ace

Born on 28 March 1895 at Gillingham, Kent, McCudden joined the Royal Engineers at age fifteen. At the outbreak of war he was a mechanic with the Royal Flying Corps. Then he served as an observer/gunner. At the beginning of 1916 he was given permission to train as a pilot. Immediately after completing training he was appointed flight training instructor. ‘Mick’ Mannock and other aces passed through his school. McCudden wanted to be at the Front and he stuck to his guns. Finally he was granted his transfer and obtained his first aerial victory in September 1916.
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Here on his motor-cycle, James McCudden loved everything motorised and fast. He was awarded the Victoria Cross in April 1918. The reliable pilot was nominated to lead a squadron but on the way to his new unit he was killed when his SE5 failed on take-off.



On 27 December 1916 two pilots met. One was McCudden in a DH2 with one victory to his credit, obtained almost three months before. The other was an ace with fourteen victories flying an Albatros D.II, Manfred von Richthofen. McCudden had gone to the assistance of his colleague Alexander Jennings, under serious pressure from an Albatros:

I fired at the nearest Hun behind Jennings, and this Hun turned at once towards me, nose up, and we both fired at the same time, but after twenty rounds I had a blockage which I could not clear while surrounded by five D.I-Albatrosses and so did a half-roll.

When I came out of it, I held the machine vertical for a couple of hundred feet and was just beginning to straighten her up when I heard a ‘cack-cack-cack’ right behind me and when I looked round I recognised my old friend with the black-white pennant. I made another half-roll at once but the Hun stuck to my tail. And so, while rolling and rolling, I headed for our lines, for the battle had started east of the Adinfer Woods, which we knew well from our excursions there. I persisted with my half-rolls and crossed the trenches at about 2,000 feet altitude, the Hun still right behind me. The blackguard forced me down to 800 feet a mile west of the Front, then he turned east and came under fire from our ack-ack...

Immediately after landing I met Captain Hill who looked at me as though I were a ghost. ‘What?’ he said, ‘You here? Payn has just reported that you crashed out of control over Hun-land with a great fat Hun on your tail.’

‘Yes,’ I replied, ‘It’s me, and therefore here I am.’

This was a fight between the later No. 1 and the No.7 in the table of fighter aces. In football it would have been the Cup Final. McCudden was counted as Richthofen’s fifteenth aerial victory, but as we see, a very dubious one.

The following month McCudden was commissioned and in February the squadron received replacements for its obsolete DH2s. With the SE 5a, he obtained fifty of his fifty-seven victories. He became the most highly decorated pilot of Great Britain and the Empire. He died on 10 July 1918 in an accident while taking-off.
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‘El Shahin’ was the nickname given by the Turks to Hans-Joachim Buddecke. His appearance on the Gallipoli Peninsula led to the Ottoman Empire winning aerial supremacy and being spared bombing by Farman aircraft. Buddecke usually wore the headgear of the Turkish Army.




CHAPTER EIGHT

Fighter Pilots on all Fronts

‘Because of the ruined cable, now I had to wait in the hope that the ground crew, who were coming the long way via Constantinople, by chance might have a replacement cable with them. They had nothing like it here.’ 
(Hans-Joachim Buddecke at Gallipoli: from his memoirs about a defect in his aircraft.)

On the ‘Forgotten Front’ in Russia

On the Eastern Front major operations were mounted against Russia in which enormous areas of territory were won or lost. Long-range air reconnaissance therefore dominated matters in the air in this theatre of war where only a few fighter pilots were to be found. The KEK single-seater commandos had proved themselves here. Not until June 1917 was a Jagdstaffel ‘Ober-Ost’ (Upper-East) set up, later Jasta 81. It is assumed that there were never more than a maximum of fifty fighter aircraft operational on the entire Eastern Front. With regards to the danger from the Russian side, Löwenstern stated:

The Russian fighter pilot was generally not dangerous. On the one hand he was thinly spread and not keen on attacking, and on the other he did not have the best machines. In any case it was not his custom to turn up, and an event if he did.

Manfred von Richthofen, with the Flying Corps twice on the Eastern Front, put it more harshly:

The Russian soldier goes mad for a landed pilot. If he finds one he hammers away at him until he is dead. That is also the only danger in Russia, for there are no, or as good as no, enemy aircraft. If one should appear that is his bad luck for he will be shot down.

Officially there were thirteen Russian aces, that is to say, pilots credited with at least five aerial victories. The world’s first ever aerial battle was won by the Russian Staff Captain Pyotr Nesterov, also the first man to loop the loop. At the helm of a French Morane-Saulnier G, he came across Sgt Franz Malina and Lt Friedrich Rosental flying reconnaissance in an Albatros B.II. Neither aircraft had weapons aboard apart from rifles. Nesterov made an incredible decision: he flew at the Albatros and rammed it.This resulted in the death of all involved. This Russian was one of the craziest types imaginable. According to a story related by Jean Navarre he fixed a cutting blade to his aircraft so that he could slit open a Zeppelin should the need occur.

Another Russian pilot took to the air with the following idea on 15 March 1915 he attached an anchor to his aircraft with the intention of flying above an enemy and hooking it. His next step would have been to tear its wings off or ignite a wad of gun-cotton so as to set it on fire. When he discovered that this plan was not feasible, he decided on ramming. This had a better result and he was able to land his badly damaged aircraft. It was the prelude to a series of sixteen aerial victories which made Kozakov the leading Russian fighter pilot.

Alexander Kozakov was born on 2 January 1889. Like Germany’s greatest ace Manfred von Richthofen, he also attended a military academy and became an officer with the Uhlans. At the beginning of 1914 he transferred into the Flying Branch. He was in the field at the Front when war broke out because he did not qualify as a flier until September. Kozakov proved to be a very talented pilot who could transmit his energy to his subordinates and also had organisational skill. On 19 March 1917 he was given command of 1.BAG (Boevaya Aviatsionnaya Gruppa= Fighter Group) with about forty pilots. 1.BAG was the Russian elite unit. In it besides Kozakov was No.2 pilot Ivan Smirnov and the fourth-placed Nikolai Kokorin.

From December 1915 until the armistice with Russia in 1917, Kozakov flew a Nieuport 10 in which he mounted a captured German machine gun.

Russian military aviation suffered from two major problems. On the one hand it lacked the necessary pilots and proper training. On the other hand there was no pure aircraft industry, and so reliance was placed on acquisitions from abroad, mainly from France. Since the French were short of machines themselves, the supply road was long and uncertain.

Between January and mid-July 1917 Russia booked seventy-six aerial victories, of which the literature confirms forty, the rest being imaginary. In reply, the much more powerful German aerial units shot down up to forty Russians between May and July 1917. Because of the strict German system of assessments, most German aerial victories claimed did not meet the criterion. In mobile warfare and along the vast expanses of frontline there were usually no witnesses. Thus Jasta 81 was only credited with six aerial victories. There never was a single Eastern ace of the First World War; the Second World War produced them in large numbers.

During the Revolution, many Russian pilots joined the White Army and fought the Communists. Pavel Argyev flew to France to join the Aviation Militaire. There he added nine more victories to the three he already had.

Alexei Ischvanov and Vassili Yanchenko emigrated to the United States to work with the emigrant aircraft manufacturer Sikorsky. Others went to Yugoslavia. Ivan Smirnov became a pilot with the Dutch airline KLM.

Pascha and Yildirim: Airmen in the Orient

At the outbreak of war the Ottoman Empire had no aircraft. In February 1915, Germany sent Captain Serno to Turkey where he was appointed Field Air Chief. His purpose was to set up the organisation, but it was a hopeless task working alone and so the decision was taken to send him twenty-four aircraft. These would have to overfly Bulgarian airspace, in October 1915 a bold endeavour. All went well, however, and the German pilots entered Turkish service. Their machines were of great value at Gallipoli. After the Entente withdrew from the peninsula on the Bosporus, the pilots were transferred to Mesopotamia where they helped keep the British Army encircled at Kut-el-Amara.

The outstanding figure amongst these pilots was Hans-Joachim Buddecke. Born on 22 August 1890 in Berlin, though his family roots were in Hesse, he became a cadet in 1904 and entered 1. Grossherzogliches Leibgarde-Infanterie-Regiment No.115 in 1910. In 1913 he went to the United States and worked as a mechanic in a factory. Later he learnt to fly and founded an aircraft firm. When war broke out he was already on his way back to Germany, and as soon as he got there he reported to the aerial branch. Nobody asked to see his pilot’s licence, Germany had too few pilots, the important thing was to get him to the Front. Near Rheims he got to know Rudolph Berthold, and they formed a close friendship. Both had the aim of flying fighter aircraft. Buddecke had more luck and got a Fokker single-seater. Between September and November 1915 he secured three victories, three BE2cs.

Buddecke now sought a new great adventure. He volunteered for a support unit in Turkey, was accepted and within Fliegerabteilung 6 was given command of three single-seater fighters with crews. He was sent to Gallipoli to help oppose the landing operations of the British and French. With the Fokker he was superior to all other aircraft in the theatre. To shoot an enemy down was something quite simple:

I discovered below me a colourful gentleman. In a flash I was on his tail. Three twists well aimed: he tipped over, plummeted downwards, his wings folded together over his head and he fell into the sea. British torpedo boats arrived to fish him out.

Buddecke shot down at least seven aircraft unconfirmed and was credited with four more, which gave him a tally of seven confirmed. Although he needed eight aerial victories for the Pour le Mérite, he received it in April 1916 anyway. His problem at the Dardanelles was that no British aircraft had the confidence to come up to challenge him. The Turks were thrilled with him and called him ‘El Shahin’ which means ‘hunting falcon’. He received a number of important decorations. He also received the visit of Boelcke who had been banned from flying after the death of Immelmann and had decided to do some touring. Then Buddecke returned to the Western Front where things had changed. Now there were Jagdstaffels. Buddecke joined Jasta 4 commanded by Berthold. As a former officer of the Ottoman Empire he continued to wear the fez. Two single-seater veterans, Wintgens and Höhndorff, who always flew together – fairly successfully incidentally – also belonged to Jasta 4. After four months Buddecke was returned to Turkey to cover Asia Minor. Now he had ten victories. Enemy aircraft came over from Greece.

At the beginning of 1918 he transferred back to the Western Front. He added only one more enemy to his tally to finish with thirteen confirmed, and fell in aerial battle on 10 March 1918.

In February 1916, Fliegerabteilung 300 was transferred to the Orient in the framework of Operation Pascha. This time the fliers remained under German control. The objective of this operation was the conquest of the Suez Canal. In 1915 the first operation against the Canal failed. Many problems had to be overcome on account of the enormously long lines of supply. Spare parts and personnel had to be kept on hand. Contrary to the fears of a number of experts, flying over desert regions presented few difficulties.

Missions flown by FA 300 were aerial photographic reconnaissance, bombing raids and putting sabotage squads behind the lines generally to destroy water pipes and railway tracks.

In 1917 Germany sent FA 301 to FA 305 inclusive under Operation Jildirim (=lightning) to strengthen the units on the Palestine Front but in view of the British aerial superiority in numbers its capacity to act was limited. Jasta 55 was also sent to Palestine in 1918 but operational successes were slight in view of the number of British aircraft present, lack of fuel and spare parts. In the final weeks on the Palestine Front the desperate resistance of the starving Turks gave way to a depressed resignation to their fate.


Hans-Joachim Buddecke

Born on 22 August 1890 he became an Army officer and then emigrated to the United States. At the outbreak of war he returned to Germany and joined the Army Aerial Corps. He was famed for his exploits over the Dardanelles where practically alone he imposed Turkish air supremacy over a much larger British force. He received the Pour le Mérite as the third ranking ace after Immelmann and Boelcke. He was also successful over the Western Front. He fell on 10 March 1918 while leading a Jagdstaffel over Harnes east of Lens.



The Front in Italy 
The Italians

Mutually belligerent Italy and the Austro-Hungarian Empire fought at a higher level than that of the Eastern Front, but nothing like so intensively as over Flanders and France. Italy was a military pioneer in that it had been the first nation to use aircraft for a military purpose. In the war against the Ottoman Empire for Libya, a Blériot XI took off on 23 October 1911 to reconnoitre enemy positions. Therefore, the first reconnaissance flight in warfare was made by Captain Carlo Piazza of 8 Field Artillery Regt. Later he took a camera with him for aerial surveillance. In this same conflict an Etrich Taube aircraft became the first to drop a bomb in warfare. 2nd Lt Giulio Cavotti threw down three 2 kg bombs on the Ain Zara oasis. The first dead pilot in aerial warfare was also Italian: on 25 August 1911 2nd Lt Manzini plummeted into the sea off Tripoli.

Piazza was a highly decorated frontline aviator in the First World War. He died of an illness in 1917. Cavotti, whose praises were sung by the national poet and legendary flier D’Annunzio, became a flying instructor and test pilot. He died in 1939.

The Kingdom of Italy was allied to the German Reich and Austro-Hungary and had been happy for them to cover its rear during its Mediterranean adventures. The strong national ‘Irredenta’ movement was hostile to this alliance, however. The Irredenta promulgated the annexation by Italy of the regions around Trient, Trieste and the East Adriatic coast which were largely settled by Italians. These three regions formed part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Therefore the Irredentists recognized the latter as its principal enemy. At Government level, Italy conducted secret talks with the Entente, for Italy wished to avoid war with France. Therefore when Germany and Austro-Hungary issued their respective declarations of war in 1914, Italy did not see why it should be fettered within the Triple Alliance and accordingly declared its neutrality. A further point of annoyance had been that the alliance partners had not kept Italy sufficiently informed of their intentions.

On 24 May 1915 Rome made its about-turn after the Entente promised that after peace negotiations Italy would have the Austrian regions it wanted provided Italy entered the war on the side of the Entente now. This carrot was sufficient to get the Italian mule up the Alps and what followed was a war in which although Italy did not exactly cover itself with glory its aerial forces performed well.

Italy had outstanding long-range aircraft that were useful as bombers, but domestic industry was unable to come up with a satisfactory fighter. France hurried to assist. Nieuport and Hanriot sold licences to manufacture the Nieuport 10 and the Hanriot HD 1, while SPAD aircraft of French manufacture were also supplied to Italy.

On 7 April 1916, almost a year after entering the war, Italy celebrated its first enemy aircraft shot down when Francesco Baracca hit the observer/gunner and the fuel tank of a Brandenburg C I. This pilot would become the No.1 Italian ace, standing at the top of the Italian listings at the war’s end with thirty-four aerial victories.

At the beginning of 1916 there were just two fighter squadrons at the Front, by the end of the year the Italian Air Force had more than eight (squadriglia caccia), by the end of 1917 seventeen including a number of naval units with specially equipped seaplanes.

Italy was a sideshow for the aerial forces although during the offensives of 1917 and 1918 German, British and French forces were transferred there. This brought the advent of those battle tactics which had been perfected over Flanders and the Somme. Italian units also profited from this. Lt-Colonel Pier Ruggero Piccio was the Boelcke of the Italian Air Force, and had seventeen aerial victories by October 1917. This rose to twenty-four by the war’s end. Piccio wrote out the rules for fighter pilots which each of them learned by heart.

Francesco Baracca, the greatest Italian ace, did not survive the war, but the personal emblem which he painted on his aircraft is world famous today. In Italy as in France and Germany fighter pilots were admired enormously.
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The No. 1 Italian ace was Francesco Baracca. His personal symbol, painted on all his aircraft, was a bucking black horse. This motif was later copied by Enzo Ferrari, who knew the hero’s mother. Baracca died on 19 June 1918. He was found in his machine with a bullet in his head.



Enzo Ferrari, owner of a racing stable, was a fan of Baracca. His firm’s logo was a bucking black horse. Today it graces every Ferrari motor car. With thirty-four aerial victories Baracca was the undisputed leader of the Italian fighter aces although twelve were shared. Through this practice of allotting a whole aerial victory to each member of the pack, many Italian pilots became aces without ever having obtained an aerial victory fighting a duel.

The representative of the high nobility amongst the Italian aces was the Napolitan Fulco Ruffo di Calabria, XVIII Count of Sinopoli, VI Duke of Guardia Lombarda, noble of the principality of Scilla. Born on 12 August 1884, he was one of the more aged First World War pilots but ended as the fifth ranking Italian fighter pilot with twenty confirmed victories. From July 1916 he served in Baracca’s squadriglia, and became firm friends with him. As one of the few to be so diagnosed, he was treated for war fatigue and spent two months away from the Front. Ruffo’s symbol was the skull and crossbones. He entered the fray bold as a pirate. He went into a rage because he could not find an Austrian aircraft for weeks. For friends of the royals it may be of interest to know that his daughter Paola became the wife of the Belgian King. The fighter pilot ace Ruffo is therefore an ancestor of the present monarchy.

The Aerial Force of the Hapsburg Empire

The Imperial and Royal Austro-Hungarian Flying Corps was practically unprepared for war. In August 1914 it had only 39 aircraft, eighty pilots and one airship. The machines were basically already obsolete. In 1911, in Colonel Emil Uzelac they had at least put a capable man at the head of the, to be exact, kaiserliche and königliche Luftfahrttruppen – the k.u.k. Aerial Troops. First he borrowed aircraft from Germany and divided them up amongst his aerial companies called for short ‘Flik’ – Fliegerkompanien. The speciality of each formation was indicated from 1917 by a capital letter, so that for example Flik 41J was a fighter unit, Flik 24F a long-range reconnaissance company. In view of the weakness of the Russian air forces, a massive increase in aircraft production was not necessary at first, but the situation changed suddenly when Italy entered the war on the side of the Entente in May 1915. Now the great hour struck for Camillo Castiglione of Trieste who had bought the Hansa-Brandenburg aircraft firm and had a very gifted designer in the young Ernst Heinkel. Heinkel’s many designs were principally seaplanes.

Austria bought Fokkers, Albatrosses and other types. The lack of raw materials such as oil and aviation spirit, like the shortage of food, had a very negative effect on the efficiency of aviation in 1918. Austro-Hungary built 5,000 aircraft: Italy 20,000!

The leading ace of the k.u.k aerial force was Godwin Brumowski with thirty-five aerial victories – one more than the best Italian. He came from Galicia in Poland, where he was born on 26 July 1886. He chose the career of an Army ordnance officer. In July 1915 he entered the aerial branch and flew first as an observer/gunner. His pilot was Otto Jindra, also an ace with a final tally of nine victories. Brumowski reached that status on 2 January 1917 on the Italian Front. Besides his qualities as a fighter pilot he was outstanding at organisation with excellent qualities of leadership. In March 1917 he conducted his own practical studies with the German Jasta 24 on the Western Front. There he got to know Manfred von Richthofen and copied from him the idea of painting his aircraft red. In June in Austria, Brumowski took command of Flik 41J which he turned into the best Austrian fighter unit. Practically all leading aces served there for at least a spell. Brumowski survived the war, but could not fit back into private life. He died in an aircraft accident in 1936.

The pilot with the second highest tally came from the Sudetenland. Julius Arigi was born on 3 October 1895 in Tetschen and was able to look back on a long life. He died on 1 August 1981 at Seewalchen am Attersee. After an electrician’s course he joined the airship branch in 1913 and learned to fly. The war should have been over for him in October 1915 when he was captured after making a crash landing at Montenegro. Because he was not an officer – and in the First World War never became one – he was forced to work. Arigi was not keen on this, stole the King of Montenegro’s Fiat and made off in it. A master stroke!

On 22 August 1916 he pulled off another one. That day six Italian Farman double-seaters attacked the naval base at Durazzo. Because there was no officer available to fly with him as observer/gunner, he was refused permission to take off. He looked round for one several times and then he had had enough. He climbed into a Hansa-Brandenburg C.I and put Sgt Johann Lasi in the rear seat. This was not good news for the Italians, for Arigi put life into the Staffel. In less than thirty minutes he claimed five of them shot down: two actually had been and the other three managed to get back to Italy. An ace in half an hour – that had never been done before!

At Flik 55J he not only stood up to the Italians but also against Brumowski’s elite unit. The two men could not stand each other. They were both much loved by the people, however, especially Arigi, who as a simple soldier became the most highly decorated NCO of the k.u.k Army. He survived the war with thirty-two aerial victories, founded an airline in the Sudetenland and later an aircraft factory at Wiener Neustadt in collaboration with the third ranking ace, Benno Fiala Ritter von Fernbrugg. In the Third Reich he served as a flying instructor. Amongst his trainees were Walter Nowotny and Hans-Joachim Marseille.

The most successful Viennese and third-ranking Austrian was Benno Fiala Ritter von Fernbrugg. Born in 1890 he qualified in engineering and entered the Army in 1910. He joined the aerial branch in 1914, and went to the Eastern Front with Flik 1. He was one of the first to install radio in his aircraft. He did not become a pilot until May 1917 after recovering from a serious wound. Six months later he was appointed commanding officer of Flik 51J. He is credited with twenty-eight aerial victories. After the war he made a career with Junkers and was on the board as director of engineering. As a close confidante of Hugo Junkers he was not wanted by the Nazis and had to return to Austria where with Julius Arigi he founded the aircraft factory already mentioned. He died in his native city Vienna on 29 October 1964.

The Airman of Tsingtau

He was not a fighter pilot, he was not an ace, but he became one of the best known German pilots of the First World War. Naval Senior Lt Gunther Plüschow wrote a bestseller of wartime literature which sold 300,000 copies in 1916. In Der Flieger von Tsingtau he described his experiences as the only pilot present during the siege by British and Japanese forces of the German model colony at Tsingtau on the Chinese coast. Plüschow, who came from Schwerin on the Baltic, had been transferred into the Navy Flying Branch, then in its infancy, in August 1913. He became an enthusiastic aviator immediately. He was a gifted pilot, and acting as observer with the pilot Linnekogel, their aircraft set a new world altitude record of 5,500 metres.

He and one colleague, Müllerskowski, were sent out to Tsingtau, the naval base and capital of the Kiautschou colony on the Chinese peninsula at Shantung. Müllerskowski soon crashed his Rumpler Taube and was seriously injured. Then war broke out. Plüschow flew reconnaissance against enemy batteries from the small, dangerous airfield. This was a very involved procedure because of the poor thermals and the sedate machine requiring over an hour to reach the operational altitude. Once there he became the target of enemy artillery. The Japanese had eight biplanes available as bombers, four of them seaplanes which used the sea for take-offs and landings.
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Gunther Plüschow was the only German soldier to escape from captivity in England and make his way back to Germany. He was the only German pilot to fight against the British and Japanese at Tsingtau. Shortly before the fall of this German enclave in China he escaped flying his Rumpler Taube. He returned to Germany by adventurous paths via the United States and Britain. He spent the remainder of the war as a naval pilot. Later Plüschow took part in many expeditions and lost his life on 28 January 1931 on a flying expedition at Tierra del Fuego.



The Germans assembled tin-can bombs but Plüschow found that they did little damage. He claimed that he shot down one aircraft by unloading his Parabellum pistol into a biplane. The siege situation, and having to fly his missions alone, affected him psychologically and shortly before the assault on the colony he flew to China, where he landed and set fire to his aircraft. Now began a wild journey from Shanghai to San Francisco and New York. There he assumed the identity of the Swiss locksmith Ernst Suse and made passage to Europe. The Royal Navy stopped the ship, were not convinced by the disguise and took him prisoner. In England he escaped and by stowing aboard ship reached Germany in July 1915.

The Naval Fliers

The Imperial German Navy had Zeppelin dirigibles in service before the war for long-range reconnaissance. Aircraft were also acquired to monitor the coasts. Later naval fighter pilots were made operational and amongst these there were some aces and even Pour-le-Mérite holders. In general their aircraft corresponded to the Army Aerial Forces, the principal difference of some being floats in place of wheeled undercarriages.

The naval aviation base at Zeebrugge was set up in late 1914. At the beginning of 1915, Friedrich Christiansen began his tour of duty there as a pilot. By the end of the war he had flown 400 operational missions covering the whole spectrum: reconnaissance, sea rescue, aerial battles against RNAS aircraft and bombing raids on England. He had twentyone confirmed aerial victories and received his Pour le Mérite as a Christmas present in 1917. He was a major influence on the development of combat tactics for naval fliers.

He was born on 12 December 1879 at Wik on the island of Föhr, the son of a ship’s master. He served on sailing merchantmen but caught the flying virus in the spring of 1914. He liked it much better than being a sailor and so learned to fly. Very soon after the war began he was transferred to the naval aviation station at Zeebrugge on the Flanders coast which he helped to expand and commanded from 1917. Together with his victories he is also credited with attacks on submarines and dirigibles. After the war he became chief pilot of the famed Dornier X transatlantic aircraft. In the Second World War he rose to become a Luftwaffe General der Flieger and from 1940 until the war’s end was Wehrmacht Commander-in-Chief for the Netherlands. In this function he was found guilty of several war crimes for which he was later sentenced. He died on 3 December 1972.

The other great German naval flier was Gotthard Sachsenberg. He was born on 6 December 1891 in Rosslau, Saxony-Anhalt and was a schoolfriend of Oswald Boelcke. He went to sea, but found that flying appealed much more. Thus he went to the Naval Flying Branch, first as an observer/gunner, and then as a pilot from 1915. When 1.Marine-Jagdgeschwader was formed, Sachsenberg was nominated as its first commander. By the war’s end he had been credited with thirty-one aerial victories.

The RNAS was founded by the British Navy as its own aerial fighting force in order to be independent. It was equipped with great enthusiasm, for in 1914 it had ninety-three aircraft and six airships. In general its pilots were better provided for than the Royal Flying Corps. Many aircraft types such as the Sopwith Triplane were almost exclusively in service with the RNAS. British naval fliers were also operational in Palestine.

The RNAS objectives were coastal protection, reconnaissance and anti-submarine warfare as well as engaging enemy aircraft. Its greatest ace was Raymond Collishaw who became an Air Vice-Marshal of the RAF in the Second World War. He was born on 22 November 1893 at Nanaimo, British Columbia, and at the outbreak of war volunteered for the Royal Navy. Having heard nothing more he tried the RNAS who were happy to have him. He booked a solid sixty aerial victories and became the foremost naval aviation ace of the First World War. After ‘Bloody April’ his unit went to the Flanders Front and were soon recognized by their black livery. Despite his achievements he was never awarded the Victoria Cross. Collishaw died on 28 September 1976.
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This machine was Raymond Collishaw’s Sopwith triplane. The Royal Naval Air Service had large numbers of these triplanes operational although the RFC did not. Collishaw’s personal recognition symbol was a large C on a black-painted fuselage. Later he flew a Sopwith Camel.
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Before the war, Max Müller was a roofer in Lower Bavaria. During the war he was decorated with the highest awards which Prussia and Bavaria could offer, including the Military-Max-Josephs-Order. A former member of JG 1, he was credited with thirty-six aerial victories.




CHAPTER NINE

Hunters and Fighters

‘I have just come back from a flight. I shot down a Frenchman. After a few rounds he was finished. There were two of them. The officer flying in my vicinity shot down the second one.’ 
(Rudolph Berthold, flying ace and squadron leader.)

The ‘Iron’ Rudolph Berthold

On 18 June 1918 Rudolph Berthold confided to his diary: ‘My arm has got worse. Below the still open wound it has swollen up badly and is inflamed. I think the bone splinters are forcing themselves out because the growth is quite hard. The pain is driving me mad. During my aerial fight yesterday, in which I shot down two British single-seaters in flames, my 35th and 36th victories, I was crying out loudly in pain.’

The ripped arm, which he could no longer move, was a British souvenir from October 1917. The wound was suppurating. He had a fever and only kept on his feet by using strong pain-killers. Neverthless Berthold wanted to keep flying. He was one of the ‘Old Guard’ still flying the Fokker monoplane, and such a man was not ‘lukewarm’. He was not liked by his subordinates. He demanded the impossible. In April 1918, he even had three Staffel leaders of his squadron relieved of their commands. They had tried to get rid of Berthold. The tough old campaigner found consolation in his white Scotch terrier.

Rudolph Berthold was from Lower Franconia, Bavaria, the son of a forester and a career soldier. In 1910 he entered the Brandenburger Infanterie-Regt No.20 Graf Tauentzien at Wittenberg. Later he would paint his aircraft red and blue remembering the colours of the pre-war unifom of this regiment. The military became his home. Berthold had an interest in flying. After passing through flying training before the outbreak of war he joined Fliegerabteilung 23 integrated within von Bülow’s 2.Army. At the Front he distinguished himself by his special courage. Even in the coldest weather, when his colleagues would huddle around a warm stove, Berthold would take off on reconnaissance missions taking him deep over enemy-held territory. At the time of the first battle of the Marne in the summer of 1914 his reconnaissance aircraft brought back valuable information. He was shot down for the first time in September 1915 over St.Quentin, in his AEG large bomber, powerless against a British BE2c, but he and his observer/gunner escaped unscathed. Shortly afterwards the British pilot could check that out for himself when he was brought down by Berthold’s colleague and friend Buddecke. We have already come across Hans-Joachim Buddecke, ‘El Shahin’, the hunting falcon of the Orient.

Berthold also wanted to be a fighter pilot – perhaps hunting was in his blood – but his commanding officer had other ideas for him. In September 1914 he had been one of the first German airmen to receive the Iron Cross for his precise reconnaissance results. With the sedate AEG G.II twinengined bomber he was at home, and so other pilots became fighter pilots in preference to him. Not until the beginning of 1916 did he claim a Fokker cockpit as his own. Immelmann, Boelcke, Wintgens and Parschau already had their victories. Now the hour struck for the Franconian iron man. Single-seater Command Vaux (KEK Vaux) was the special unit set up from the Fliegerabteilung in January 1916. He transferred into it; later it became Jasta 4, Berthold’s first Staffel.

His friend Buddecke described Berthold as he was:

I met Berthold in the spacious hall. In sweater and sporting gear à la Vaux. He always had lots of plans and so never talked big. His thoughts were always about the first squall, the first shrapnel bombs over the lines, of the hours he spent between Amiens and the coast, they could already see the camp on the Somme estuary and were manoeuvring towards it. He was very irritated. He always was until the moment he succeeded. Now and again his tension would be made known by some choice swear words which he was only too happy – even during the most difficult moments in the air – to unload over his two observers.

Finally, finally! Berthold took off for a look round. It was 2 February 1916. Over Chaulnes he found his first victim, a Voisin. Two months later the Army Bulletin reported: ‘North-west of Peronne Lt Berthold shot down his fifth enemy aircraft, a British biplane. Its pilot is dead, the observer seriously wounded.’
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If the zeal to serve needed a face it would probably look like this. Berthold even kept fighting with open wounds. It was a miracle that he survived the war. Rudolph Berthold was the seventh-ranking German ace and commanded JG 2 – and to do so he even learned to write with his left hand.



Five aerial victories: this made him an ace. He claimed a Farman biplane and three Type BE2c Gitterschwanz. He was mentioned for the first time in the Army Bulletin for his fourth aerial victory. These mentions amounted to a distinction. The aircraft in which he obtained these successes was a Fokker monoplane E.III with a 100 hp engine and a fixed machine gun which fired through the propellor blades.

He did not have too much time to enjoy his triumphs. On 25 April 1916 he took off in his new Pfalz monoplane E.IV. This aircraft was a further development of the French Morane-Saulnier and had a 160 hp rotary engine. This probably stalled and Berthold crashed with his colleagues looking on. The diagnosis read like the work day of an ER doctor: concussion, a serious skull injury, broken nose, fractured pelvis and thigh bone.

In August he was back with his unit, now renamed Jasta 4, naturally as its commanding officer. Amongst his personnel were his close friend Buddecke and the Jewish flying ace Willhem Frankl, with whom he had been flying at KEK Vaux at the beginning of the year. The Staffel leader got into his machine with a stiff leg and while still on the sick list. In September he was credited with two aerial victories, with two others there was insufficient evidence for confirmation. One month later the Kaiser awarded him the Pour le Mérite. Berthold’s reaction to this was not wholly euphoric. He confided to his diary:

On 26 September 1916 my tenth opponent went down, therefore I received the Pour le Mérite. If I had been starting at the Front only now, having spent 1914 and 1915 at home, I would also be showing off this decoration today. That is the bitter taste about the Pour le Mérite which spoils it. Is Höhndorf right when he mentions the injustice? I shall continue to put duty above my do’s and don’ts.

In April 1917 he took over command of Jasta 18 which was equipped with the Albatros D.III, an extremely reliable and powerful fighter. Later, Fokker triplanes were added. Berthold was exemplary as Staffel leader. With sixteen aerial victories he set the benchmark in October which remained unequalled in this Staffel until the end. On 10 October 1917 fate intervened once more and a burst of British fire smashed his right arm. Now the doctors had the say again.

Berthold wanted to get back to his unit, however, and learned to write with his left hand so that at least he could do the administrative work! He presented his application to the Grand HQ and achieved his goal. He commanded Jasta 18 from the ground. Then fate struck another blow. His best friend at the front, ‘El Shahin’ Buddecke, fell on 10 March in aerial combat. Berthold ignored all the bans. He wanted revenge. The mechanics had to adjust the steering system so that he could fly and shoot using only his left arm. He exercised and practised relentlessly. Meanwhile he continued to carry out the demanding restructuring of his squadron. Following the example of Richthofen’s Jagdgeschwader, a second one had been set up. Its commanding officer, Adolf von Tutschek, had fallen on 15 March 1918. Rudolph Berthold was nominated his successor. On 17 March 1918 he assumed command. Jastas 12, 13, 15 and 19 were merged.

Finally, on 28 May he was able to write in his diary:

‘I have just come back from a flight. I shot down a Frenchman. After a few rounds he was finished. There were two of them. The officer flying in my vicinity shot down the second one.’ (This was the first victory for 2nd Lt Freiherr von Beaulieu-Marconnay, who received his Pour le Mérite on the day he died – Author.) ‘It’s another ray of light. The main thing is that with it I gain better control of my squadron.’

Thanks to the lightweight steering system of the Fokker D.VII he could even ‘bank’ with his right arm. The Squadron War Diary states:

Despite a not fully healed bullet wound to his right arm and a paralyzed right hand, towards 1115 hrs Captain Berthold flying a Fokker D.VII as commander of Jasta 15 shot down a French infantry aircraft over Crouy north-east of Soissons.

Like a modern Amfortas, the ‘Iron Man’ suppressed his terrible pain and ‘finished’ another fifteen enemy aircraft between then and 10 August 1918, his final tally being forty-four. By the war’s end only six German pilots could claim more. Yet as he celebrated this last victory he noticed suddenly that his hand still clutched the control stick. The Fokker was no longer manoeuvrable. He tried to bale out by parachute but his wound prevented him. Berthold’s sixth crash ended up by hitting a house in the village of Ablaincourt near Péronne. He survived again, seriously injured. The same day three German flying aces fell.

He still wanted to carry on fighting, as he expressed it on 14 October 1918 in the diary:

I am going all out to get back! The consequences of my last crash are extremely exaggerated. My right arm remains paralyzed unfortunately. But I shot down aircraft in combat with it in the spring and summer. My will and ability are needed. I want my squadron back.

But it would never come about. The war ended with the Armistice of 11 November 1918. Berthold became a Freikorps leader. He would not accept the end of the Kaiser-Reich, and in the ‘Reds’ he recognized his new enemies. Therefore, severely wounded on several occasions in the war, he met a violent death in 1920 in the German civil war.


Rudolph Berthold

He was born on 24 March 1891 in the Lower Franconian village of Ditterswind, not far from the Bavarian-Thuringian border. After High School at Bamberg, in 1910 he entered Infantry-Regt. No.20 at Wittenberg as a cadet. At the beginning of 1914 after passing through flying training he joined Fliegerabteilung No.23. Initially he flew reconnaissance and bomber aircraft, then fighter single-seaters from the beginning of 1916. After being seriously wounded on several occasions he was made commanding officer of Jagdgeschwader 2 on 17 March 1918. While obtaining his forty-fourth aerial victory he was seriously wounded again. After the Armistice he led a Freikorps known as ‘Eiserne Schar Berthold’. He was killed during disturbances at Hamburg-Harburg on 15 March 1920. A rumour, long since disproved, alleged that he had been strangled with the medal ribbon of his Pour le Mérite.
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Paul Bäumer was a dental assistant with a passion for flying. Born at Duisburg on 11 May 1896, he volunteered for the naval Flying Branch but was sent to the infantry. He tried everything to get the decision reversed. Finally the order came , and in May 1917 he joined Jasta 5. There he was taught by Werner Voss and Fritz Rumey how one flew successfully. That August he was accepted into the renown Jasta Boelcke. Bäumer achieved forty-three aerial victories. After the war he was a successful stunt flyer and founded a firm which built sporting aircraft. The machines were designed by the Günter brothers who worked later for Heinkel. Bäumer was killed on a test flight on 15 July 1927.



Youth at the Front

Franz Büchner, son of a Leipzig businessman, was born on 2 January 1898 and was aged sixteen at the outbreak of war. His two older brothers were already fighting in the field while he kicked his heels at High School. His eldest brother Max was present at the defeat on the Marne losing his life in the rank of Captain. For Franz that was no reason to mourn and fear, for he longed to serve. His other brother Felix, serving near Ypres with a field artillery regiment, sent him field-posts in martial terms and he answered in the same manner.

To the horror of his mother, one day in the autumn of 1914 Franz appeared in the uniform of an infantry recruit. By October he was at the Front. Can one imagine the anguish of a mother who has already lost one son and must now fear for the other two?

The heavy casualties of the summer had made it necessary by October 1914 to send the many poorly trained war volunteers into the fray. While the regiments north of Ypres at Langemarck marched singing to their deaths, fighting raged to the south of the town. Here was not only the Baverian unit with which Adolf Hitler was serving, but also Büchner’s 106 Regiment. In November the young man fell ill with typhus: later he distinguished himself at the Battle of Loretto. Still not eighteen years of age he received his commission. He was so seriously wounded at Verdun that the paramedics had abandoned all hope for him. By some miracle he pulled through. The doctors certified him unfit for military service. But Büchner was tough. Unfit for military service maybe, but there was always the Flying Branch. Many very seriously wounded men had qualified as pilots, and now so did Büchner.The next step was soon accomplished. First he went to Jasta 9 under Kurt Student, the later Luftwaffe General, known for the German conquest of Crete in May 1941. In 1917 he had only two aerial victories. Then he went to Jasta 13, merged with other Jastas to become Jagdgeschwader 2 at the beginning of 1918 under the command of Tutschek, and from 17 March 1918 Rudolph Berthold. His new commanding officer had a lot of patience with him, and he repaid it. Between June and October he claimed an impressive thirty-eight victories more, and had caught up to Oswald Boelcke! After the war he joined a Freikorps in Silesia. The young pilot met his end in the air over his home town. During a workers’ uprising in Leipzig on 18 March 1920 he received fire from the ground, was hit and crashed. His body was plundered. Only three days earlier his former commanding officer Berthold had been killed by Communists at Hamburg.

Max Näther from Tepliwoda, Lower Silesia, was born on 24 August 1899. He was still three weeks short of his fifteenth birthday and attending a farm training school at Brig when the First World War broke out. Despite being far too young for military service he travelled to Breslau to volunteer for various regiments. All rejected him. First finish your education, then grow up a bit. He continued his search and was finally accepted by the Fortress Telephone Section at Posen who made no fuss about his age or the absence of written permission from his parents. He was accepted and after training was transferred to Poland in February 1915. Telephony was his entry ticket into the military and now he managed to get into the infantry. Unbelievable as it may seem, he was still only fifteen when awarded the Iron Cross, First and Second Class, and on 11 August 1916, and when not quite seventeen he was promoted to 2nd Lt. After service in Romania he learned to fly, in March 1918 becoming the youngest fighter pilot and then the youngest Staffel commander with Jasta 62. He was credited with twenty-six aerial victories including ten tethered balloons. This was sufficient for the Pour le Mérite. Unfortunately he never received the decoration although his name was put forward for it. The war was over but not the fighting. At the beginning of 1919 in the confusion of the Revolution, he was sent to help put down the insurrection at Posen. Over Kolmar on 8 January 1919 he was shot down and killed. His body was plundered. He was not yet twenty years of age.

The youngest First World War ace was the Londoner Richard Gordon-Bennett, born on 2 March 1900.

Aces from the Colonies

Andrew Wetherby Beauchamp-Proctor was born on 4 September 1894 in South Africa. ‘Procky’ was the son of a schoolteacher. He was studying engineering at Cape Town when war broke out and volunteered. After fighting in German South-West Africa he transferred into the Royal Flying Corps in 1917. At the end of September that year he arrived at the Front with 84.Squadron equipped with SE5a aircraft. He was not a talented flier and damaged more machines through crash landings than aerial fighting. Being of small stature he required raised seating and other modifications to his machine. Not until February 1918 did he claim his first five aerial victories and so became an ace.

In June 1918 he was infected with balloon fever. He ‘grilled’ a total of sixteen German ‘sausages’ which made him the ‘Balloon-Buster Ace’ of the British Empire. Another of his specialities was low-level attacks on enemy infantry while his attacks on enemy aircraft became ever more effective. Nearly all crashed in flames – a requirement which Richthofen also made of his pilots. In July 1918 he was transferred to England for Air Force propaganda purposes. Between August and October 1918 Beauchamp-Proctor had his most successful period, increasing his twentyeight victories to fifty-four. On 8 October 1918, German flak ended his career as an ace, and he spent six months in a military hospital. After the war he received the Victoria Cross for his fifty-four aerial victories which included sixteen tethered balloons. He resumed his engineering studies and graduated, but the RAF remained his home. Unfortunately not for long; on 21 June 1921 he was killed in a flying accident.

Donald MacLaren was born in Ottawa on 28 May 1893. His tally of aerial victories at the war’s end was also fifty-four, and so he stands together with Beauchamp-Proctor and the German Löwenhardt in eighth position in the listing of First World War aces.

The family moved to Vancouver where together with his father and brother he became a fur hunter, proving himself outstanding with a rifle. He had to give up a course of studies for ill-health; in the spring of 1917 he applied to the Royal Flying Corps. In November 1917 he went to France with 46 Squadron. He flew a Sopwith Camel and became the most successful pilot with this machine. At the beginning of March 1918 he claimed his first aerial victory, became an ace with a triple on 21 March, and continued in the same vein until October. Two days after Beauchamp-Proctor was wounded, MacLaren’s career also came to an end when he broke a leg while wrestling.

Whereas the flying careers of MacLaren and Beauchamp-Proctor ran parallel until 1918, the respective paths parted: while the South African soon lost his life, MacLaren returned to Canada and founded a successful airline. He died at the age of ninety-six.

Also Canadian, William George Barker was born on 3 November 1894 at Dauphin, Manitoba. He was rather like the British ace over Italy, nearly all his fifty aerial victories were obtained there. He crossed the Atlantic early on with his unit and joined the Royal Flying Corps in 1915 as an observer/gunner. While in a Gitterschwanz he shot down his first enemy aircraft, although this remained unconfirmed. He transferred into the fighter arm, and in October 1917 was transferred to 28.Squadron which flew Sopwith Camels. He was less an aerobatic flier than an aggressive pilot, bent on his target. In November his unit was transferred to Italy although he submitted a string of requests to be sent back to France. In this he was not successful until September 1918, and then only as a flying instructor. This did not satisfy him. Under the pretext of having to study new fighting tactics he returned to the Front. Here he claimed that on 27 October 1918 he fought alone against sixty German aircraft of JG 3 (more aircraft than JG 3 possessed) of which he shot down four and was then forced to land on Entente-held territory seriously wounded. For him the war was over. For this he received the Victoria Cross. He is the Canadian soldier with the most decorations ever awarded. He died on a test flight on 12 March 1930.

Maurice Jean-Paul Boyau was born on 8 May 1888 and hailed from Mustapha in Algeria. Before 1914 he was a member of the French national rugby team. He began his war service in 1914 as a driver, later qualified as a pilot and came to Escadrille 77 in 1917. The squadron had many sportsmen in its ranks and so was known as ‘Les Sportifs’. Boyau’s team collegue Strohl and the swimmer and publisher of a sporting magazine, Henri-Joseph Decoin, flew with this squadron. The unit was equipped initially with Nieuports, later SPADs. As a lover of ball games, Boyau was especially attracted to tethered balloons, and his thirty-five aerial victories included twenty-one balloons, although many of the latter were shared with other pilots. He claimed only six for himself.

He shot down his last balloon on 16 September 1918 and was then intercepted by 2nd Lt Georg von Hantelmann, on balloon protection patrol, and shot down in flames, Hantelmann’s fourteenth victory of his total of twenty-five.

‘Mick’ Mannock, the pilot filled with rage

Edward Corringham Mannock was born on 24 May 1887 in the English garrison town of Aldershot. When he was thirteen, his father deserted the family. The boy was partially blind in his left eye as the result of an illness. He had a great fear of fire. Politically he stood on the radical Left. He hated all kinds of authority, of imperialism and the capitalists. Before the war he was employed in Constantinople with a telephone company. When war broke out he was interned by the Turks as an enemy alien. He was very badly treated by prison guards, became ill, and was physically abused. After five months he was allowed to leave.

During his internment he had become possessed by feelings of hate. He wanted to be a soldier and exact revenge in blood for his humiliation. It was neither here nor there to him whether he killed a Turk, an Austrian or a German. The home recruiting offices were not interested in such a sickly-looking 28-year-old. He persisted and was finally accepted for the Medical Corps, then went into the Royal Engineers. In 1917 he transferred to the Royal Flying Corps where he was trained by James McCudden. His shooting abilities were not good and he concentrated on this aspect of his performance. After training he joined 40 Squadron in April 1917. During the ‘Bloody April’ of that year he was probably over-cautious, and so it would be some time before he could register his first aerial victory, a balloon. A month passed, and he shot down his second victim, an Albatros D.III. This frequency continued into July when finally he began to get things together. In the months of August and September he booked five aerial victories in each. His best phase was between mid-April and the end of July 1918 when he claimed forty-five aerial victories.

His colleagues and subordinates thought the world of him. He was as caring as a father and did what he could to ensure that the new arrivals received proper training. He composed a set of practical rules for aerial warfare on the Western Front: These bore a similarity to Boelcke’s Dicta and were distributed to new pilots:

1. Pilots must attack with zeal and not fire until they are at most 100 yards from the target.

2. Achieve surprise by approaching from the East (from the German side of the Front).

3. Use the harsh light of the sun or clouds to make surprise attacks.

4. Pilots must be physically fit through training and use stimulants in moderation.

5. Pilots must calibrate their weapons and practise as much as possible, since their targets are normally moving.

6. Pilots must practise keeping a lookout for machines in the air and recognise them at long range. Every aircraft must be treated as enemy until it is clear whether it is friend or foe.

7. Pilots must learn where the blind spot is on every aircraft.

8. Enemy fighters must be attacked from above, and double seaters from below their rear section.

9. Pilots must practise making fast about-turns, for this manouevre is the most useful in aerial combat.

10. Pilots must practise estimating distances in the air, since these can be very deceiving.

11. One must be alert for decoys. An enemy flying alone is often a decoy. Therefore take a close look at the skies.

12. On sunny days, the about-turn manouevre should have as little banking about it as possible because the wings can be seen glinting from far off.

13. In aerial combat pilots must bank continuously and never fly straight – except when shooting.

14. Pilots must never dive away from an enemy because then they provide him with a good shooting opportunity. Bullets are faster than aircraft.

15. During their missions, pilots must keep an eye on the clock, also wind direction and wind strength.

In 1934 the Welshman James Ira Thomas ‘Taffy’ Jones wrote a biography about his former commanding officer and friend. In it he described Mannock’s fighting tactics:

Edward Mannock was the first flier in our ranks, as Boelcke was the first for the enemy, to recognize the particular significance of formation flying and its tactical application. Our High Command, far distant from daily business, allowed itself to be amazed by brilliant pilots such as Ball, Rhys Davids and McCudden, and needed some time before realizing that a new and bolder fighter pilot had appeared on the scene whose tactics and methods would prove such an important factor for effectiveness in aerial combat.

His tactic when attacking a low-flying two-seater was similar to that of a falcon. He would sweep thousands of feet above his prey as if he hadn’t seen it. Then, when he was sure that the enemy had lowered his guard, he would plunge down on him at a furious speed to achieve total surprise. He would pull out about a mile east of his opponent and then after straightening up approach his victim from the rear having cut down his speed to about 100 mph. His favourite shot at a two-seater was from an angle on the right side, the most difficult of all to achieve.
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His friend and admirer ‘Taffy’ Jones was responsible for the number of aerial victories obtained by ‘Mick’ Mannock being claimed as seventy-three. In his biography of Mannock he gave him this number because it was one more than Bishop had claimed. Jones could not get over having the Canadian – whom he considered a fraudster – leading the British Empire rankings.



His tactic was to drive the enemy into his line of fire while he held back slightly, and then keep firing until he saw the enemy’s engine. If this first attack failed, he would repeat it. That enemy pilot who did not fall victim to Mannock’s fire once he had got his eye in could count himself fortunate. For Mannock, shooting was more important for winning battles in the air than flying ability. ‘No Hun has yet been killed by good flying,’ he used to tell his pilots.

Boelcke was in the habit of saying more than a year earlier that the success of the Staffel was what mattered and not personal successes. Mannock adopted exactly the same stance. He let the younger pilots do the shooting down, led them, ensured their close cooperation.

For the enemy he had no forgiveness. He despised Gentlemen who paid the enemy respect. When his squadron found out that Richthofen had fallen and his colleagues proposed a toast to a brave opponent, Mannock left the mess in disgust. His attitude towards the Germans tended to fluctuate. He said of his sixth aerial victory, in which he forced down the German ace Joachim von Bertrab of Jasta 30:

I needed five minutes to force him down and I had to fire on him before he could land. I was very glad that I didn’t kill him. Right arm broken by a bullet, left arm and left leg with deep flesh wounds.

In an attack on a balloon, Mannock brought it down and the German occupant was taken prisoner. Von Bertrab had five aerial victories, four in a single day! Referring to another shooting down Mannock expressed himself with brutal harshness: ‘Today I sent one of them burning to hell. I wished that Kaiser Bill had seen him sizzling.’

The war became ever more stressful for him. There are many examples where one can see from the photos of fighter pilots a premature ageing process. That was especially obvious in Mannock’s case. Old friends were shocked at his appearance. He kept reliving the same nightmare in which he crashed in his burning aircraft. This dream re-awoke in him his deepest fears of fire. In case the situation actually did come about, he decided to shoot himself in the head to avoid burning to death.

To his friend and colleague Ira Jones he is said to have responded to the suggestion that after the war they would roll out the red carpet for him by saying, ‘For me, there will not be an ‘after the war.’’ Jones is not an absolutely reliable source but it is known that such premonitions crept over a large number of participants in the war.

In February 1918 Mannock was transferred to 74 Squadron as its Flight Commander. On 3 July 1918 he took command of 85 Squadron and relieved Billy Bishop. He also relieved him in another way if one believes his biographer Taffy Jones. According to the latter, on 22 July 1918 after reaching seventy-two aerial victories he said to his friend: ‘I have caught up to Bishop.’ Shortly after he went one ahead. In the citation for his posthumous Victoria Cross it stipulates his tally as fifty and states explicitly that the previous figure of forty-eight was incorrect. This shows that Ira Jones’ figure of seventy-three is grossly overstated. The official figure is sixty-one aerial victories.

Mannock did not survive the war. On 26 July 1918 he went on the hunt with the ‘Vulture’ Inglis. The last word from him as he climbed in and heard birdsong was: ‘He is as full of the joy of life as I am.’ Over enemy territory they spotted an LVG far below them: both plunged like hawks and shot it down. This brought them too near the ground and both were hit by German flak. Inglis survived and got back, but Mannock’s machine took a full hit and burst into flames. It crashed and exploded as it hit the ground.

Many people allege that he fired on the Germans with his revolver and was then shot dead, others say that true to his stated intention he shot himself so as not to burn to death, and others again say that his nightmare was a true omen and he could not have escaped it. Mannock’s body was found without wounds about 200 metres from the wreck. Possibly he jumped clear. It is also said that German soldiers retrieved his body from the burning wreck and buried it. His young wingman Inglis stated:

I saw flames licking from his engine. They grew in size. He depressed the nose and went into a slow curve to the right. Then the machine hit the ground hard and exploded. I circled about twenty feet above the spot but I could not see him and when it got too hot for me I thought it was time I went home. I reached our lines with a hole in my fuel tank. Poor Mick...the rotten bastards had shot down my Major in flames.

Mannock was awarded a posthumous Victoria Cross.

Nungesser, the adventurer and playboy

Rated the third-highest scoring French ace with forty-five aerial victories, he was said to be ‘all man’. As a youth he sought adventure and went off to South America. He boxed, drove racing cars and most importantly learned to fly. Upon hearing of the outbreak of war he returned home to volunteer.
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The Frenchman Nungesser was ‘a devil of a fellow’. His bravery was as unlimited as his desire to enjoy Paris nightlife to the full. He was the French third ranking ace behind Fonck and Guynemer.



Discipline and subordination meant nothing for the impetuous youngster. What excited him most was to go hunting for aircraft. Once he did it. A brand-new Voisin straight from the factory stood on the airfield. He crept up to it and persuaded its observer to take off furtively. It was early morning when they lifted off in search of prey. A German Staffel was reported heading for the airfield. Nungesser had disappeared and the Voisin could not be found. The commander of the Escadrille roared with rage. Meanwhile Nungesser had shot down one of the German aircraft and warded off the danger. For his victory he was awarded the Croix de Guerre, and for his clandestine flight eight days close arrest.

Soon he and Jean Navarre, who thought and lived like Nungesser, were inseparable. They often went to Paris where Nungesser liked to drive round in his yellow automobile purchased from Adolphe Pégoud. One morning Nungesser turned up for duty wearing a smoking jacket and accompanied by a lady. He was often injured, either by crashing his car or in aerial combat. The symbol he painted on the fuselage of his aircraft characterized Nungesser: a skull and crossbones and a coffin. He nearly paid dearly for this: a British pilot mis-identified him as German for the crazy paintwork. Nungesser had no alternative but to shoot down his Entente partner. After that he painted broad blue-white-red stripes on the wings to identify his aircraft as French.

Shortly after Navarre’s crash landing he was injured again. He recovered astonishingly quickly, but could never walk again without the aid of a stick although he piloted an aircraft skilfully provided somebody helped him up into the cockpit.

Thus he was always coming and going between his aircraft and hospital. By the end of 1916 he had twenty-one aerial victories in a Nieuport 17. In 1917 with Escadrille V.116 he increased that to thirty flying his personal Nieuport in contrast to the other pilots of the formation. All that concluded in the August and from May 1918 he returned to his unit, now called SPA:65.

After the war he had a flying school, set up flying displays and took part in Hollywood films. In 1927 he and François Coli attempted to fly the Atlantic. Their bodies were never found. Many believe that he made it to Maine and then crashed in the extensive woodlands.
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Group photo of the legendary 94th Squadron, also known as the ‘Hat in the Ring Squadron’ because all its aircraft had painted on the fuselage the image of a top hat in the colours of the US flag flying through a black ring. Eddie Rickenbacker belonged to this unit from March 1918 and later commanded it.



US Boys lift off

Even before the United States entered the war against Germany many US citizens were already under arms. Some joined the RFC in Canada while since April 1916 others had been accepted by the French into a squadron known first as Escadrille Américaine and later as Escadrille Lafayette, named after the French Marquis supported by the Americans in the War of Independence against Britain. Its recognition symbol painted on the aircraft fuselage was the head of a Red Indian with feather head-dress. Thirty-eight Americans served in this unit, another 172 were serving as volunteers in regular French squadrons. Many of them had French roots or had grown up in France. All had enlisted in the Foreign Legion and then transferred into the Flying Branch.

Many wanted to defend the Republican system, for others it was simply the lust for adventure, to work off steam or pure high spirits. As a rule they were amateurs without military experience. Accordingly what they achieved was not all that significant: fifty-seven aerial victories between them all. More important however was their presence, which was useful for propaganda. The French and British were fascinated by the relaxed and high-spirited Americans. At their parties whisky and wine flowed, and their house pets were two lion cubs, Whisky and Soda.

Nungesser in particular felt like a million dollars in their midst. Since he no longer had his crony Navarre to fall back on, he lacked a companion for the evenings. Raoul Lufbery, loafer and unbridled child of nature, functioned on his wavelength. Lufbery had once knocked out the teeth of a railway official at Chartres and had had a spell in jail for it. When on duty he flew reconnaissance and bombing missions.

The US Army Air Service, the forerunner of the USAF, was commanded by Colonel William ‘Billy’ Mitchell. He was later played by Gary Cooper in a Hollywood release about his role in the Air Force in the 1920s when he uncovered a number of abuses, was found guilty of insubordination and reduced to the ranks. Mitchell was a good friend of Rickenbacker.

The United States’ most successful fighter pilot, Eddie Rickenbacker, described his commanding officer in 94 Squadron, Raoul Lufbery, as a rather quiet character who could be very amusing when he wanted, a report in contrast to the stories we had heard about him earlier. ‘Luf’, as he was nicknamed, was as venerated by his young inexperienced pilots as was Boelcke by the Germans. He was a veteran of Escadrille Lafayette with sixteen aerial victories. The 94 Squadron, also known as the Hat-in-the-Ring Squadron, later became the elite unit of the Americans. Its symbol was an Uncle Sam top hat with the colours of the Star-spangled banner flying through a black ring. This symbol was designed by the Squadron’s first commanding officer, Major John Huffer.

Gervais Raoul Lufbery fell on 19 May 1918 in aerial combat. Huffer described the duel thus:

It was about ten o’clock when the Mont Mihiel anti-aircraft guns began spitting out thick white puffs of smoke at fairly high altitude. We were put on alert at once that a German photographic reconnaissance aircraft was flying towards us and would soon be over our airfield.
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Raoul Lufbery was a veteran amongst US pilots having flown many missions with the volunteer unit Escadrille Lafayette. He was idolized by the young pilots from the States. The first commander of 94 Squadron spent most of his life in France.



Lt Gude was the only pilot ready to take off. He was sent up alone in order to attack the intruder – an incident which was to bring extremely regrettable consequences for us in its train. It was Gude’s first real aerial battle. His encounter with the enemy could be observed very closely by all the onlookers who assembled around our hangars.

As soon as Gude lifted off, the French AA guns ceased fire. Apparently they had scored a hit, for at that moment the German reconnaissance aircraft began to spin, turning faster and faster until it pulled out near the ground. Just when the onlookers were sure that the machine would hit the ground at any moment, its pilot regained control and the Albatros flew straight and level less than 200 feet above the ground heading towards the German lines.

At that moment Gude flew up and attacked, firing from impossibly long range and he kept firing until his magazine was empty. The Albatros two-seater had not suffered the slightest scratch. When it reached the frontlines, the neighbouring AA gave a wild howl, opened fire and sent up a huge shell barrage which exploded all around the enemy aircraft. This was all unsuccessful. The Albatros made its homeward flight climbing and heading slowly for Nancy.

In the meantime Major Lufbery, who had been watching the scene from the window of his barrack hut, had jumped on a motorcycle standing in the roadway and darted off for the hangar. His own aircraft was not ready to take off but another Nieuport was apparently operational on the airfield. It was Lt Davis’ machine. The mechanics said that it was ready, and so he jumped into the cockpit and lifted off straight away.

Lufbery had never succeeded, with all his great experience and his countless aerial victories, in shooting down an aircraft over his own territory. His aircraft was much faster than his opponent and so he climbed in pursuit. About five minutes after taking off he got up to around 2,000 feet and saw the Albatros about six miles away. All the onlookers saw his first attack.

Luf fired a short burst as he swooped down. Then he broke off suddenly to one side and seemed to be struggling with his machine gun which apparently was jammed. He did a circuit above their heads and got it clear. He was just closing in on the enemy from the rear again when they suddenly saw fierce flames coming from old Luf’s machine. He overtook the Albatros and stayed on the same course for three to four minutes. Then the horrified observers saw the shape of their hero leap clear of the burning aircraft. Lufbery preferred to jump to his certain death rather than experience the cruel death of the martyr by slow roasting. His body fell in the garden of a farmgirl’s house in a small town north of Nancy. A small river snaked past it about 100 yards away and it was assumed later that poor Lufbery had seen a lucky fall into the water as his only chance of survival. He had jumped at about 200 feet while his machine was making 120 mph! A hopeless but heroic attempt to save his precious life for his Homeland!

Next the German crew shot down the French adjutant Pierre Baudry, but their third opponent, Sgt Dupré, knocked them down and they finished up as prisoners of war. The ‘Albatros’ was actually a Rumpler. Strangely the Press called it a huge triplane. Its two-man crew were Private Otto Kirschbaum and Reserve-2nd Lt Kurt Scheibe of Photographic Platoon No.3, Army Abteilung-C. Lufbery fell on the wooden garden fence. The Rumpler had shot away his thumbs and hit the fuel tank. Eye-witness Billy Mitchell was very bitter about the incident, pointing out that with a parachute, Lufbery would have survived. The US Government continued to refuse to supply them however.

The following day an impressive burial ceremony was held at the Sebastopol Hospital cemetery at Maron near the Moselle river, which Lufbery had been hoping would break his fall. Hundreds attended and the ceremony was filmed. Later his remains were conveyed to the Lafayette Memorial at the Parc de Garches in Paris. Eighty-six years later, in 2004, Lufbery was awarded the Purple Heart for his death leap.

A member of Rickenbacker’s Hat-in-the-Ring Squadron was Reed Chambers, also eventually a Knight of the Legion of Honour. He obtained seven aerial victories in September and October 1918. After the war he helped set up Florida Airways with his friend Rickenbacker. Joseph Wehner and his companion Frank Luke, both of German origin, were almost inseparable until 18 September 1918. In that month Wehner was successful on three days, for two of them he was awarded immediate decorations. He shot down a Fokker D.VII and five balloons, three of them together with Luke, but after the last two Wehner lost his life. Luke took revenge immediately by shooting down his first three aircraft. His previous ten aerial victories had all been balloons. For that reason he was nicknamed the ‘Arizona balloon buster’. Five machines he flew were so badly shot up that they had to be written off. After Wehner’s death, Luke lost control – gave offence, brooded, hated. On 29 September 1918 he tossed down a message to the Germans: they should keep an eye on the three balloons opposite. Shortly after 1700 hrs the ‘dragons’ exploded. But now he had gone too far. The citation for the Medal of Honour which he received posthumously in 1921 reported:
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Frank Luke Jr. was undisciplined and daring. When his friend Wehner was killed in aerial combat he swore revenge on the Germans. Luke’s parents were of German stock and had emigrated to Arizona in the 1870s. He was infected with ‘balloon fever’, the passion for shooting down barrage balloons.



Pursued by eight German aircraft which had been protecting the row of balloons, he attacked without hesitation and shot down three balloons in flames despite being under heavy fire from flak and enemy aircraft. Seriously wounded, he descended to about fifty metres and flew at this height near the village of Murvaux in order to fire at enemy troops. He killed six and wounded a number more. Forced to make an emergency landing and surrounded on all sides by the enemy, who called upon him to surrender, he drew his automatic pistol and defended himself bravely until collapsing with a bullet to the chest.

2nd Lt Bernhard Mangels of Balloon Platoon 35, whose machine gun crew shot Luke down, made a written statement to the effect that after the crash landing his men hurried over to the wreck to retrieve the pilot. Luke had shown only weak signs of life and had died soon after.
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One of the unluckiest German pilots was certainly Erwin Böhme. In October 1916 he collided in the air with his close friend and mentor Oswald Boelcke. Boelcke crashed and failed to survive. Böhme never saw his own Pour le Mérite. It came in the post as he died in action.




CHAPTER TEN

Those of Whom Too Much Was Asked, and the Unfortunates

‘It is all very dangerous. The statistics show that 50 per cent do not return from their flights into the skies of glory. During the Champagne Offensive eight out of every ten fliers were killed.’ 
(Jack Morris Wright, American war volunteer and pilot, to his mother.)

Death in the neck

Before the war Graf Holck was one of the best-known gentleman jockeys to have become a horse-racing star. His winning manner and his exclusive lifestyle made him a member of society loved by all. He joined 9 Dragoons at Metz/Lorraine (then part of the Reich) and served with the unit on the Eastern Front. Soon he joined the aerial branch. He flew as a pilot on operational sorties with Manfred von Richthofen sitting behind him as his observer/gunner. Once he had heard of the first aerial victories won by Boelcke and Immelmann, he did everything to get a monoplane. He succeeded, and Graf Holck exchanged the Balkans for the Western Front. After a few flights as a fighter pilot, a Frenchman knocked him down over Verdun. He is buried in the cemetery at Ottensen.

In 1917 Giovanni Nicelli had four aerial victories. By the end of January 1918 he was an ace and scored two more in February. In March and April his score sheet was blank. Meanwhile pilots of 66 Squadron had arrived with their ace William Barker. On 4 May 1918 Nicelli took off with them and destroyed two Albatros fighters which he shared with the Britons. He posed with pride before the wreckage for photographs. Next day he wanted to show the British a thing or two. His Nieuport 27 was new and he was not yet familiar with it. While looping the loop one of the lower wings broke off. Nicelli’s machine dropped to the ground like a meteor and killed him.

Landing is always one of the most dangerous moments in flying. More dangerous still is having to make an emergency landing between two lines of trenches: the Entente in the West, the Germans in the East. Eddie Rickenbacker recalled two such unfortunate cases:

The German Rumpler hit the ground about 100 yards from the most advanced trench. The pilot and his observer climbed out of their seats and ran for their lives. The boys in our trenches sent a hail of bullets their way which increased their speed noticeably. The Boche soldiers in their trenches stood up and fired their machine guns at our men in order to give cover to their two airmen, running for their lives. Immediately American artillery fired at the abandoned Rumpler. Their aim was better than I used to think. After half a dozen rounds there was nothing left of it but wreckage.

Another of those who lost his life after a short period of operations with a fighter unit was the young poet, Lt Jack Morris Wright. After several months flying training, in mid-January 1918 he climbed into the cockpit of fighter. He was amongst the first US pilots to be at the Front in a US unit. On 24 January he died in a flying accident.

The weather could be a serious problem and bring bad luck to many. During the Battle of the Somme a complete British squadron landed behind the German lines when surprised by a storm. All went into a prison camp.

While the best aces distinguished themselves by their marksmanship there were others who fired their magazines empty without ever hitting anything. On the German side these men were known as Schlumpfschützen (slovenly gunners). As a rule they either did not live long, or the Staffel commander got rid of them into the reserve units.

Guilt in the death of his friend

Perhaps one of the most unlucky fliers was 2nd Lt of the reserve Erwin Böhme. Born at Holzminden on 29 July 1879 he was one of the oldest fighter pilots. He did his compulsory military service as a rifleman with the Potsdam Garde-Jäger, studied engineering and emigrated to Switzerland and later German East Africa. As luck would have it he was on leave in Switzerland when war broke out, otherwise he would probably have fought under Lettow-Vorbeck in the jungle against the British. Naturally he reported himself for duty in Germany. ‘Ski and aircraft seem to me the most worthy means of getting people about’ was his motto. Therefore he tried his luck with the aerial branch at Döberitz. After passing the training course he was obliged to serve one year as a flying instructor before finally arriving at the Front in December 1915.

Böhme was in first class shape as an athlete. He swam, skied, skated and was a mountaineer – even having climbed the Matterhorn alone. He was a fine violinist and Beethoven was his favourite composer. He also had a sense of humour as shown by this allusion to enemy atrocity propaganda: ‘On the way we saw endless columns, amongst them Uhlans, but probably not the right sort, since they did not have babies impaled on their lances.’

He got to know Oswald Boelcke, the brother of the commander of his former unit and Annamarie, the daughter of an earlier business friend. He wrote to her regularly. In July 1916 Böhme was transferred to the Eastern Front, but the same month Boelcke recalled him as a pilot for his new Jagdstaffel. Boelcke also recruited for his unit a young Silesian 2nd Lt: Manfred von Richthofen.

The worst experience of Böhme’s life was the aerial collision with Oswald Boelcke, as the result of which his friend and Staffel commander lost his life. It took him a long time to recover from this fateful blow. In February 1917 he was wounded and after convalescence sent into the rearward services of the Etappe where he was forced to follow the incredible successes of Voss and Richthofen from a distance. In July that year he returned to the Front as commander of Jasta 29, and in the August was given his old Jasta 2, the performance of which had fallen off considerably. He cured the problem by ‘unloading the duds’. He also found private happiness and became engaged to his pen-friend Annamarie in October 1917. They made plans to marry. On 24 November he was informed that he had been awarded the Pour le Mérite. On 29 November 1917 his run of luck came to an abrupt end. Attacking a photographic reconnaissance aircraft his machine was hit by a burst of fire from the gunner, and he crashed behind the British lines. In his breast pocket he was carrying a letter from his fiancée. Böhme was buried with full military honours. He never saw his ‘Blue Max’. It was amongst his unopened mail. Photographs which show him wearing it are retouched.

The Victoria Cross for a glorious failure

William Barnard Rhodes-Moorhouse had obtained his pilot’s licence in 1909 after graduating from Cambridge. This made him one of the earliest fliers of the Empire. Born on 26 September 1887 as the son of a wealthy family, in 1912 he married a girl who was as fascinated by flying as he was. When the First World War began, Rhodes-Moorhouse volunteered for the Royal Flying Corps. He was very keen on being at the Front, but was given a home posting at first as he was shortly to become a father.

On 20 March 1915 he joined 2.Squadron at Merville and flew his first missions in a BE2. On 26 April 1915 he took off on a bombing mission for the railway station at Courtrai/Western Flanders. This had already been tried the previous week by Roland Garros with the result that he was shot down and taken prisoner. Rhodes-Moorhouse intended to do better. He flew at low altitude in order to increase his chances of hitting the target and dropped a 45 kg bomb. The Germans reacted with rifle and machine gun fire. His machine was hit and Rhodes-Moorhouse was seriously wounded. As he crossed the lines the German flak hit him twice more, but he managed to reach his own airfield. He insisted on making his report before being taken to the military hospital. His wounds were so grave that he succumbed the following day. For this action he was awarded the Victoria Cross posthumously on 22 May 1915, the first pilot in history to be distinguished by this decoration. His son Willie fell in 1940 during the Battle of Britain.

The ‘Bunnies’ or ‘Vultures’

How many young men were enthusiastic to fly and volunteered to become pilots! After a long wait a man would finally be called. Then came the training. Flying in the first couple of years was very demanding and dangerous. The young Canadian Arthur Jackson Smith Sisley finally got into the RFC in January 1917 after being wounded with the field artillery in 1915. In May he was promoted to 2nd Lt and received his pilot’s licence on 3 July. He was now prepared intensively for the Front and for the aircraft flown there. He avoided the first stage of the two-seater: highly motivated and full of pride on 18 August 1917 he went to 70 Squadron equipped with modern Sopwith Camels. The unit was in Flanders, the hotspot for fighter pilots.
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This burning British aircraft was photographed from a German biplane.



The Squadron took off towards 1645 hrs on 10 September 1917 for an offensive patrol. Sisley flew alongside Oliver Charles Pearson who had joined 70.Squadron on 28 July, was wounded on 20 August and was now flying the first mission following his return to duty. Over Langemarck they came across four Albatrosses and Fokker triplanes of Jasta 10. 2nd Lt Wheeler shot at an Albatros which went down. Then, glancing around, he noticed another aircraft plunging to the ground in flames. He assumed wrongly that the machine was German. What he saw was the end of his colleague Sisley, shot down by a triplane. The latter pilot had given Sisley short shrift and had already taken position behind another Camel. This was the machine with serial number B3787 in which Pearson was seated. Only five minutes later, Pearson’s machine hit the ground, near Poelcapelle east of Langemarck.

Which pilot had shot down the two rookies over No Man’s Land? They had had the misfortune to present themselves as a target to the machine gun-muzzles of the triplane flown by Werner Voss, commander of Jasta 10. Such an experienced pilot flying an uncommonly manoeuvrable machine had had no problem disposing of these two opponents. He shot them both down over No Man’s Land within five minutes. Their bodies were never found. It was the worst possible bad luck for young pilots to come up against an ace. Good squadron leaders mostly kept them out of the danger zone. In this situation it was not enough just to be a good pilot.

The Dying

It is said that half of all fliers who fell as members of the fighting forces died not in battle but as the result of accidents.

If a colleague fell, it was often the custom to act as though he would still come, set the table for him, fill his glass. His chair would remain empty. Often the enemy side would drop a wreath with information relating to his death or with an expression of sympathy. On 11 November 1916 on the Somme Front a British airman dropped a wreath with the following message:
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There are many photos showing dead fliers in the wreckage of their aircraft, but most were never published. They do not fit the image of the glorious Knights of the Air. Yet dying in these ramshackle machines was only quick and painless in a few cases.



‘In memory of Captain Boelcke, our brave and chivalrous opponent. From the Royal Flying Corps.’And: ‘We hope that you find this wreath, and regret that it has arrived so late. The weather prevented us from bringing it earlier. We mourn with his colleagues and friends. We all recognize his bravery. Receive the salute of Captain Evans and 2nd Lt Long of the Morane Squadron.’

The dead were honoured, even if they happened to be members of the enemy. Manfred von Richthofen, for example, was buried with full military honours.
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Many experts consider that the German Fokker D. VII was the best fighter of the First World War. It was light to manouevre and therefore suitable even for inexperienced pilots. It had a 180 hp engine. Around 3,200 were built in 1918, 2,200 of them at the Albatros Works.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

Development of the Fighter Aircraft

‘This was the first time that I had sat in an SE5, and although it felt rather strange, I liked the machine enormously because in comparison to the Sopwith Pup it is very fast – and one has an extremely good view from the cockpit.’ 
(James McCudden in his War Diary, June 1917.)

The first aircraft to be fitted with a machine gun was French. The Morane-Saulnier G was a monoplane with an 80 hp rotary engine. The machine gun fired through the revolving propellor blades, fitted with metal deflectors to prevent bullets damaging the propellor. Another model was the Morane-Saulnier L ‘Parasol’, a high-wing monoplane providing a perfect view below the aircraft. Georges Guynemer obtained his first aerial victory flying a machine of this type.

Germany had begun with aircraft of the classes A and B. Both were unarmed reconnaissance machines, one a Taube, the other a biplane. They were helpless against French fighting machines and it would be a considerable time until the Reich had the response ready. Its first fighter was the Fokker monoplane. This design by Anthony Fokker was based on the Morane-Saulnier G and had been on the drawing board before the war. The Gnôme 80 hp rotary engine was a copy by Oberursel, but lacked the quality of the original, and ran hot quickly. Fokker’s design was better aerodynamically. The wings were shaped to give more lift while the frame was of metal tubing and therefore provided more rigidity than the French wooden aircraft. Technically the monoplane was not a great step forward, but the armament made up for it. Fokker’s team, Heinrich Lübbe and Fritz Heber, had developed a reliable mechanism which achieved spectacular results. An interruptor device ensured that the propellor could not be hit. There were five versions of the monoplane, each improving on the last with regards to engine performance and armament (the later models had two, and experimentally even three Mgs).
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These illustrations are taken from the handbook ‘Aircraft Diagrams’ issued by the Army High Command for soldiers whose duty was to observe the skies and know the difference between friendly and hostile aircraft. The above model is the Albatros D.II.



Anthony Fokker was above all a doer, always ready to lend a hand if he thought he could profit by it. A very important measure of his was to assemble the suggestions for improvements and ideas from pilots and mechanics and distribute them to all manufacturers. For Fokker, the personal contact with the pilots was very important. He was well-known for walking sticks he had made out of propellors and gave as gifts to airmen he had befriended. This common ground led to significant improvements. An important venue for the Old Hands were the test-flight meetings to test and assess the new designs. Often enough these pilots decided if a model should go into series production or not. That these shows could be dangerous is proved by the accident suffered by Captain Reinhard, who had taken over Jagdgeschwader 1 after Richthofen’s death. On 3 July 1918 at Berlin Adlershorst, Reinhard flew a machine to put it to the acid test. It had just previously been flown by Lt Göring. Suddenly the wing struts broke and Reinhard fell to his death from 1,000 metres. His predecessor in the aircraft became his successor at the squadron.
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The Fokker D.II with rotary engine and one machine gun had a shadow existence at the Front. These machines were a flop when compared to the outstanding Albatrosses. The Fokker D.I: to Fokker D.V types inclusive were withdrawn from operations at the Front because of technical problems in December 1916.
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The Fokker monoplane with synchronized machine gun inspired fear for the Entente Powers. This example is the improved E.II with a 100 hp nine-cylinder rotary engine, therefore 20 hp more than the Nieuport 11. The pilot is the great ace Max Immelmann.
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The Nieuport 11 nicknamed ‘Bébé’ was a dangerous opponent for the monoplane. It had an 80 hp nine-cylinder rotary engine corresponding to the Fokker D.I. but was significantly more manoeuvrable. This Italian Nieuport had a machine gun mounted above the upper wing surface.



As a response to the ‘plague of Fokkers’, the term used by British fliers referring to the monoplanes of the type, machines were built in Great Britain which had a pusher propellor and from the crew section to the tailplane had no closed fuselage but only metal bars and bracing stays. These were therefore called ‘Gitterrumpf or Gitterschwanz – ‘fuselage/tail of metal tubing’ – by the Germans and ‘Pushers’ by the British for the engines. The advantage was that the machine gun was not affected by the motor and propellor. Examples were the Voisin 3LA and the Maurice Farman MF 11. Frantz and Quénault achieved the first aerial victory in history in a Voisin of this type. Vickers offered the first model, the FB5 ‘Gunbus’. This machine made the initial impression on the Germans and in their aerial combat reports against Gitterschwänze they often referred to them collectively as ‘Vickers’. The FB5, FE2b and FE2d were twoseaters. ‘FE’ stood for ‘Farman Experimental’: the British called the aircraft ‘Fees’. The Airco DH 2 was a pure single-seater of which 453 examples were built. The BF two-seater was a very dangerous customer with a good rate of climb, manoeuvrable and fast. While banking the observer/gunner could fire at the pursuer without the fighter being able to return fire with his fixed machine gun.

Gitterschwänze remained at the Front far too long. They were a favoured prey for the modern Albatros single-seaters. The notorious ‘Bloody April’ of 1917 cost the British 58 machines of the FE2 type. At that stage of the war it was a serious loss.

The French engaged the Fokker monoplanes with the Nieuport 11 ‘Bébé’. For its time it was especially nimble and very fast even though the motor was not particularly powerful. Its successor Nieuport 17 was a much-loved aircraft not only for the French but also for the British, Italians and Americans. It was very small and manoeuvrable and had an enormous climbing ability. Its weak point was the lower wings which were not stable in a dive and often broke off in one.
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The Albatros D.I enabled the German Aerial Corps to regain air sovereignty. Together with the successful aerodynamic form, a special advantage of the model was being equipped with two machine guns. The Entente was not able for a considerable time to discover the method of firing two machine guns through the revolving propellor blades.



Shortly after the Nieuport 17 the French introduced at the Front their SPAD (Société Pour l’Aviation et ses Dérives). This firm was owned by the Channel flier Louis Blériot. The SPAD VII was one of the most successful models of the war and more than 6,500 of them were built. The motor output was 180 hp, and their rigid structure proved itself in a dive when it could reach 400 kms/hr. The Germans called them ‘Spadsen’, the plural of Spad.

The Germans regained aerial supremacy with the Albatros D.I and its successors up to the D.V. They had a streamlined fuselage and higher firepower than their opponents thanks to two machine guns. The Albatros was always critical in a dive, however, and for this reason pilots were pleased with the Fokker new development. The Fokker triplane Dr.I was particularly convincing in combat when banking. Its unique manoeuvrability made an incredible about turn almost on the spot possible. The climbing ability was enormous and also the firepower with two machine guns, but the top speed was disappointing. Most Entente fighters had the edge. Other German machines, though produced in far fewer numbers than the Albatros, were the Halberstadt and Pfalz fighters.

With the Sopwith Pup in the summer of 1916 and the Sopwith Triplane in November the British had two very manoeuvrable aircraft. Both had rotary engines and one machine gun. The Triplane was used almost exclusively by the RNAS.

The SE5 and 5a, and the SPAD XIII introduced together in the spring of 1917 were superior to the German machines in their top speed. This enabled them to break off an encounter, or avoid it altogether. Their speed also allowed them to become involved in a fight noticed at some distance. The SE5, built by the Royal Aircraft Factory, had an machine gun above the upper wing. The pilot could pull down the butt of the gun giving him a field of fire upwards. McCudden considered that the SE5a was superior to all opponents. The SPAD XIII was most convincing in a dive, in which it proved very stable. Special advantages over its predecessor the SPAD VII were the more powerful motor and the twin-machine gun armament.

The Sopwith FI Camel of the summer of 1917 was a very successful biplane. It was said that no other type of aircraft had so many aerial victories. The epithet came from the hump-shaped cover over the forward machine gun. The Camel was capable of banking with a very tight radius. It also had good performance at the higher altitudes. In September 1918 a few examples of the Sopwith Snipe appeared. As all Sopwith fighters these had a rotary engine. They climbed well, were manoeuvreable and provided a very good view from the cockpit.

In general, the Fokker D.VII is considered the best First World War fighter. It arrived at the Front in April 1918. Pilots enthused over it because it was light on the stick and very forgiving, which commended it even to beginners. In manoeuvrability and rate of climb the D.VII was better than all Allied models though somewhat slower.
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The Fokker Dr.I triplane was extremely nimble and had an oustanding rate of climb. The machine in the photo was attached to Jasta 11 and first flown by 2nd Lt von Conta, then by Hans Karl von Linsingen. It was assumed earlier that Manfred von Richthofen himself was seen here in the cockpit.



Because the French did not like it, they gave their Nieuport 28 to the Americans. It was not of particularly good design, rather fragile and difficult to fly. All the same, after initial difficulties the Americans scored some successes with it.

The only aircraft type manufactured in the United States for the war was the DH4 made under licence from the de Havilland Aircraft Works. It was not a fighter, but intended as a reconnaissance machine and bomber. The 400 hp motor was amongst the most powerful of the war.

The Fokker D.VIII was the last of Anthony Fokker’s war developments. It was a modern looking monoplane, very light, exceptionally manoeuvrable and had a top speed on a par with Allied machines. As a high-wing monoplane it allowed outstanding vision below the aircraft. Defective assembly work and poor materials made those machines at the Front by August 1918 susceptible to accidents. Only around 290 were built.

Naturally, technical advances were of the greatest interest for the respective belligerents. Accordingly, pilots were ordered to destroy their aircraft should they land behind enemy lines, preferably by setting fire to it. Here is such a scene as often occurred in the First World War, in the typically lively, slightly flippant writing style of the German pilots of that time:

On a fine July evening we were all together again: the gentlemen of the BF Club, the pennant man with his entourage, the four lukewarm FEs, which always flew very close to their tethered balloons, and also the silver-grey Nieuport Club (BF, FE and Nieuports), all happily toddling off over and around their side of the lines. We did not have long to wait, eight brave Albatrosses on high, waiting to say ‘How do you do?’ The Staffel with the white tails was also there (Jasta Boelcke, Auth.)

Just like a wrestling event the opponents sized each other up first and circled around each other, and so we and the Nieuport Club flew past each other a couple of times, all of us trying to get the sun at our backs. Friend Nieuport did not want to bite. I played stupid, lost height and let him have the sun at his back for a moment in the definite expectation that this would tempt the Tommies to attack. I was not disappointed. Soon they were there, their machine guns all happily chattering away. But the wind was coming from the West, which was favourable to us. The battle was gradually being drifted over our lines, and the whole Club, eight of them, broke away. Only a little lamb, white as snow, was happy to play along with us for a bit longer. He was tremendously versatile and twisted and turned like an eel so that none of my colleagues could get a good shot at him. I had to laugh at the picture of the poor little sheep amongst the wolves. The wind was carrying the battle of banking and curving ever farther inland towards Douai. The other Nieuports had taken up station a good distance off from where they could watch but not assist their comrade.

At first I did not intend to get involved, but the story was going on too long for me. Quickly I got behind him and hit his fuel tank which forced him to go lower. I followed close behind him in a dive firing only once when he turned towards the British lines. Short of Douai, close to an earlier airfield, he made a landing without damaging his machine.
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For British pilots the Sopwith Camel was probably the best aircraft. 5,490 of them were produced. The Camel had a nine-cylinder 130 hp rotary engine. The important difference over the Sopwith Pup was two machine guns instead of one.



I watched everything, circling close above him. Now I saw him working in a lively fashion in his Nieuport, still making no effort to get out. Aha, you’re looking for a lighter to set your crate afire. This I could not allow, so I let him have a few bursts from my machine guns. At once he legged it, ran 150 metres and threw himself down in the grass. Meanwhile our men came hurrying up to take him prisoner.

The English pilot had been lightly wounded in my first attack and so had not been able to get his lighter out from the pocket under his leather coat. Through my machine gun warning burst near his aircraft he had, therefore, been prevented from destroying his aircraft.

Tommy thought this was very unsporting. He expressed his indignation to the interrogation officer that the man in the black Albatros was no gentleman; it was very unfair to shoot at an enemy once he had landed.

The increase in performance of aircraft between 1914 and 1918 was enormous. The top speed of reconnaissance aircraft rose from 100 kms/hr to over 170 kms/hr, the service ceiling in 1914 was about 1,000 metres, four years later 7,500 metres. The top speed of fighters even rose to around 220 kms/hr.

Equipment and Armament

The significance of safety for the pilots was recognized increasingly. An enormously important aid in the final phase of the war was something with which Leonardo da Vinci had experimented: the parachute. The British disdained it in the belief that it would make pilots ‘lukewarm’ and ready to give in quicker. This fear did not concern the Germans mainly because they were always short of pilots. This was actually the case with all the belligerent nations. The field airships always supplied their observers in the basket of the tethered balloon with parachutes as soon as the first balloons had been shot down in flames. Now the crew of a balloon could jump clear when they saw enemy aircraft becoming interested in their ‘sausage’.

For pilots the parachute came much later.The big problem for the Central Powers was the lack of raw materials, for from where were they to obtain silk? Therefore only a minority had a parachute to call their own. Everybody knew that many pilots could have survived with one. Once again shortage proved a bad general.

Amongst other important innovations was on-board radio and clothing for high altitudes. In the First World War what would later be standard issue was only seen now and again. Aircraft did not have cabins. Pilots were exposed to the worst of weathers in an open cockpit. Protection against cold or sun was found in mountaineering equipment.

The standard weapon of the fighter aircraft was the machine gun, initially one, later two machine guns. Immelmann once tried three on his monoplane but found it unsatisfactory. At the beginning the Entente Powers mounted their machine guns above the upper wing because they had no system to synchronize fire through the propellor. Some British aircraft were still fitted out in this way until 1918.

The machine gun models of both sides were based on the American Maxim machine gun. Well-known examples were the Lewis .303, also the Hotchkiss MK 1. The best was the Vickers machine gun which could fire 600 rounds per minute in theory. Entente weapons were air-cooled and therefore lighter than the heavy, water-cooled machine gun 08/15 of the Germans which could not be installed in aircraft. Some time passed before the Reich had an air-cooled model available. The Lmachine gun 08/15 was known as the Spandau, from the location of its factory of production. Another model, the Parabellum-machine gun 13, was only used by observer/gunners.

Another significant factor was the quick realization of the importance of meteorology in operational planning. A lot of energy was invested in the enterprise. The forecasts – also for regions – became ever more precise. Aerial observation, much of it in the hands of the flak, also became more exact; observers were trained in aircraft recognition so as to distinguish quickly between friend and foe.


CHAPTER TWELVE

The End

‘Following the signing of the Armistice Treaty, as at this midday all hostilities have been terminated on every Front. The First QM-General Groener.’ 
(German Army Bulletin, entry on 11 November 1918.)

Between January and September 1918 the Allies lost 3,723 aircraft, the Germans 1,099. At the war’s end France had 3,321 machines, the British 1,758, the Italians 812, the Americans 740 and the Belgians 158. Thus the Allies had 6,789 machines still in service.

The Germans were left with 2,730 machines and the Austrians 622, a total of 3,352 in service. Added to this smaller figure was the great problem of a major shortage of aviation fuel.

In April 1918 the Americans had only two squadrons of reconnaissance aircraft and one fighter squadron at the Front. By November 1918 that figure had risen to 20 fighter squadrons, 18 reconnaissance and seven bomber units.

Towards the war’s end the Allies had such superiority in numbers that they launched massed attacks in squadrons. At least seventy infantry aircraft would fly very close to the ground attacking anybody who moved and wore a field-grey uniform. Above them at around 2,000 metres altitude were their large bombers and at about 5,000 metres some fifty fighters lurked. Against these masses the defenders of ground installations such as airfields or storage depots had no chance. From that, it was easily imaginable what destuction an air force might inflict in a coming war.

The German aerial forces were credited with 7,425 aerial victories including 614 tethered balloons. On the Eastern Front and in the Orient the total of victories was 358. The German losses in fallen were 3,012 officers and 3,809 NCOs and men. Overall at the Front or in accidents behind the lines or in training, the aerial forces lost 6,830 soldiers. That is not a huge figure set against the losses in men on the Somme, in Flanders or at Verdun, but the significance of aerial warfare proved itself in the first fifteen years very clearly after the Wright Brother’s machine made its first hop.
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The First World War caused immeasurable suffering. A world was broken asunder. Millions of soldiers fell, many of them never to be found. The bodies of many pilots could not be recovered and were torn apart, crushed and vaporized. Those left behind mourned. What would come next?



For the German fliers, the Revolution of November 1918 was an experience which surprised and appalled them. The breakdown in discipline was a great shock for the officers. Especially in the aircraft parks, plundering and looting were rife.

The Armistice conditions of 11 November 1918 required amongst other things the delivery of: ‘1,700 fighter and bomb-dropping aircraft, including firstly all D7 machines, and all aircraft made for night bombing.’

From this one can see what the Allies feared the most. The Fokker D.VII was considered the best fighter of the war. Article 198 of the Treaty of Versailles prohibited the German Reich from having any military aircraft at all. All machines, even those as yet incomplete, had to be turned over to the Allies.

In November 1918 in a Munich tram, a man took issue with Ernst Udet over his wearing the Pour le Mérite. This resulted in a free-for-all involving most of the tram’s passengers. He had put his life on the line for the Fatherland, he had no work and now this hostility. It happened to many others similarly. But life went on. Together with Blue Max-holder Ritter von Greim, Udet set up exhibitions of mock air battles: others fought the Poles on the Eastern borders.

Lothar von Richthofen was bitter and ill after the war. Many of his friends were dead, and had died in vain, for the war was lost. In 1920 he married, his son Wolf was born and he found employment as a transport pilot, hoping that this work would fill his inner void. He died in a landing accident at Hamburg Fuhlsbüttel in 1922.

Roy Brown, the official victor over Richthofen, crashed some time later, suffered a fractured skull and broke three cervical vertebrae. Only by luck was it noticed that he was still alive. He spent a very long period in military hospital and when he was discharged the war was over. He married and became a book-keeper, but the spectre of Richthofen continued to haunt him. He was pestered continually by reporters and journalists, the recipient of both congratulations and insults. He was even told that professional assassins had been hired in Germany to look for him. Brown had a stomach complaint and needed money. He allowed his name to be used to ghost a hastily written, gaudily heroic account of the shooting down of Richthofen. After several unsuccessful jobs he became a smallholder and died in 1944 at the age of 50.

William Thaw who flew from 1915 as a volunteer for France and later served with a US unit, was a Knight of the Legion of Honour. He bought the lion cubs Whiskey and Soda, mascots of the Escadron Lafayette. He never escaped his memories of the war, became an alcoholic and died of tuberculosis at the age of 40.

Even more tragic was the end of balloon-ace Fritz Röth from Nuremberg. He had 28 aerial victories including 20 balloons. The ‘tethered balloon gunner’ was a: ‘delicate, subtle, good, simple person, an idealist in the fullest sense, a soldier of the noblest heart of oak, inspired by the purest love of Fatherland, a man of seldom-equalled devotion to duty and reckless boldness’, as a colleague described him. He could not cope with the defeat of the Kaiser-Reich, and when he saw what was becoming of it, he committed suicide on New Year’s Eve 1918.
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Georges Félix Madon was born on 28 July 1892 in Tunisia, then a French colony. He was the fourth ranking French fighter ace. He began building his own aircraft in his youth. In the Army he joined the catering corps, then transferred into the Flying Branch before the outbreak of war. In 1916 he was transferred to the fighter arm. Madon was the record holder with 64 ‘possible’ aerial victories, 41 others being credited. On 11 November 1924 he died in an accident during festivities to celebrate the anniversary of the Armistice.
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The most successful German Staffel commanders pose for the camera after the First World War. Front row, left to right, sitting: Oberleutnant Freiherr von Boenigk: second man unidentified: Leutnant Bäumer: Leutnant Büchner: Leutnant Rolfes. In centre row: Leutnant Veltjens: Leutnant Klein: Oberleutnant Göring: Hauptmann Lörzer, Oberleutnant Udet and Leunant Jacobs.



When the former enemy aces met up after the war, the hate had evaporated. When Ernst Udet proudly reproduced in his memoirs the photos of the best fighter pilots of other nations together with their personal dedications for their friend Udet, it was not staged. Rickenbacker wrote to him how pleasant it was to chat about old times, even if in action they might have fired at each other.

Other former pilots around Hermann Göring and his loyal friend Bruno Loerzer turned to the Nazi Party. Many of them cooperated in the setting up of the new Luftwaffe. In doing so they dug a grave for their own remembrance, for the events of the First World War paled into insignificance against the events of the Second.

In conclusion a word from Erwin Böhme:

With us, every battle is a personal battle man against man, with equal weapons and equal chances. That is the glorious thing about being a fighter pilot, that in this age of mass murder by machines, technology and chemistry, which is what modern warfare has become, it is we alone who fight an honest battle man against man, eye to eye with the enemy. Remember that when I circle an enemy in the hurly-burly of battle, I know him precisely, often coming so close to him as to stare him in the eye. Every battle for us is a joust, a chivalrous or, in order to put it in the modern way, a sporting duel.


APPENDICES

German Recipients of the Pour Le Mérite

Allmenröder, Karl (+)

Althaus, Ernst Freiherr von

Bäumer, Paul

Beaulieu-Marconnay, Olivier Freiherr von (+)

Bernert, Otto

Berr, Hans(+)

Berthold, Rudolph

Blume, Walter

Böhme, Erwin (+)

Boelcke, Oswald (+)

Boenigk, Oskar Freiherr von

Bolle, Karl

Bongartz, Heinrich

Brandenburg, Ernst (bomber)

Buddecke, Hans-Joachim (+)

Buckler, Julius

Büchner, Franz

Bülow-Bothkamp, Walter von (+)

Buttlar-Brandenfels, Horst Freiherr von (Zeppelin)

Christiansen, Friedrich

Degelow, Karl

Dossenbach, Albert (+)

Dostler, Eduard Ritter von (+)

Frankl, Wilhelm (+)

Fricke, Hermann (observer/gunner)

Göring, Hermann

Gontermann, Heinrich (+)

Greim, Robert Ritter von

Griebsch, Wilhelm (reconnaissance)(+)

Grone, Jürgen von (aerial cameraman)

Höhndorf, Walter (+)

Hoeppner, Ernst von (Kogenluft)

Homburg, Erich (reconnaissance)

Horn, Hans-Jürgen (observer/gunner)

Immelmann, Max (+)

Jacobs, Joseph Carl

Keller, Alfred (bomber)

Kirschstein, Hans (+)

Kissenberth, Otto

Klein, Hans

Kleine, Rudolph (bomber)(+)

Köhl, Hermann (bomber)

Könnecke, Otto

Kroll, Heinrich (+)

Laumann, Arthur

Leffers, Gustav (+)

Leonhardy, Leo

Lieth-Thomsen, Hermann von der (Staff)

Loerzer, Bruno

Löwenhardt, Erich (+)

Menckhoff, Karl

Müller, Max Ritter von (+)

Müller-Kahle, Albert (artillery flier)

Mulzer, Max Ritter von (+)

Neckel Ulrich

Nielebock, Friedrich (observer/gunner) (+)

Osterkamp, Theo

Parschau, Otto (+)

Pechmann, Paul Freiherr von (observer/gunner)

Pütter, Fritz

Richthofen, Lothat Freiherr von

Richthofen, Manfred Freiherr von (+)

Rieper, Peter (balloon observer)

Röth, Friedrich Ritter von

Rumey, Fritz (+)

Sachsenberg, Gotthard

Schäfer, Karl Emil (+)

Schleich, Eduard Ritter von

Schreiber, Wilhelm Paul (observer/gunner)(+)

Strasser, Peter (Zeppelin)(+)

Thom, Kael

Thuy, Emil (+)

Tutschek, Adolf Ritter von (+)

Udet, Ernst

Veltjens, Josef

Voss, Werner (+)

Walz, Franz

Windisch, Rudolf (+)

Wintgens, Rudolf (+)

Wolff, Kurt (+)

Wüsthoff, Kurt (+)

(N.B. Unless otherwise indicated, all recipients were fighter pilots.)

Recommended for Pour le Mérite, but not awarded for various reasons such as prior death(+), 1918 Revolution etc.

Auffahrt, Harald

Becker, Hermann (+)

Bethge, Hans (+)

Dörr, Gustav (+)

Freden, Hans von (+)

Friedrichs, Friedrich (+)

Frommherz, Hermann

Fruhner, Otto

Hantelmann, Georg von

Mai, Josef

Meyer, Georg

Näther, Max

Noltenius, Friedrich

Odebrett, Karl

Preuss, Werner

Reinhard, Wilhelm (+)

Schleiff, Franz

Schmidt, Otto

Weiss, Hans (+)

Airmen awarded the Victoria Cross


	W.B.Rhodes Moorhouse	22.5.1915

	R.A.J.Warneford	11.6.1915

	A.J.Liddell	23.8,1915

	Lanoe G. Hawker	24.8.1915

	G.S.M.Insall	23.12 1915

	R.B.Davies	1.1.1916

	L.W.B.Rees	5.8.1916

	W.Leefe Robinson	5.9.1916

	T.Mottershead	12.2.1917

	F.H.McNamara	8.6.1917

	Albert Ball	8.6.1917

	William Avery Bishop	11.8.1917

	James T.B.McCudden	2.4.1918

	A.A.McLeod	1.5.1918

	A.Jerrard	1.5.1918

	F.M.F.West	8.11.1918

	Andrew W.Beauchamp-Proctor	30.11.1918

	William G.Barker	30.11.1918

	Edward Mannock	18.7.1919



Leading Aces in the Great War at each stage


	Pilot	From	To

	 	(number of victories)

	Pégoud	3 April 1915 (5)	10.August 1915 (6)

	Pégoud/Hawker	11 August 1915(6)	6 September 1915 (6)

	Hawker	7 September 1915 (7)	14 December 1915 (7)

	Hawker/Immelmann	15 December 1915 (7)	4 January 1916 (7)

	Hawker/Immelmann/Boelcke	5 January 1916 (7)	11 January 1916 (7)

	Immelmann/Boelcke	12 January 1916 (8)	13 January 1916 (8)

	Boelcke	14 January 1916 (8)	1 March 1916 (9)

	Immelmann/Boelcke	2 March 1916 (9)	11 March 1916 (10)

	Boelcke	12 March 1916 (11)	 

	Immelmann/Boelcke	13 March 1916 (11)	18 March 1916 (11)

	Boelcke	19 March 1916 (12)	29 March 1916 (13)

	Immelmann/Boelcke	30 March 1916 (13)	22 April 1916 (13)

	Immelmann	23 April 1916 (14)	27 April 1916 (14)

	Immelmann/Boelcke	28 April 1916 (14)	30 April 1916 (14)

	Boelcke	1 May 1916 (15)	15 May 1916 (15)

	Immelmann/Boelcke	16 May 1916 (15)	17 May 1916 (15)

	Boelcke	18 May 1916 (16)	29 September 1916 (29)

	Albert Ball	30 September 1916 (30) 6 October 1916 (31)

	Boelcke	7 October 1916 (31)	10 April 1917 (40)

	Boelcke/Richthofen	11 April 1917 (40)	12 April 1917 (40)

	Richthofen	13 April 1917 (41)	11 November 1918 (80)



Note: The table opens with a minimum of five aerial victories, these appear in parentheses beside the dateS. These are the prevailing figures, even if the ace had fallen earlier.

Aces with at least 22 confirmed Aerial Victories
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NB: In this table questioned aerial victories have not been deleted. This is the quasi-”official table”.

Guide to the Nationality Abbreviations:

AH=Austro-Hungary

AUS=Australia

BEL=Belgium

CAN=Canada

ENG=England

FRA=France

GR=German Reich

IRL=Ireland

ITA=Italy

NZL=New Zealand

SAF=South Africa

SCO=Scotland

USA=United States

WAL=Wales

Flying-Aces in National Order (Top 15, Germany top 100)


	THE ENTENTE NATIONS

	British Empire

	Bishop, William Avery	72	CAN

	Mannock, Edward Corringham	61	ENG

	Collishaw, Raymond	60	CAN

	McCudden, James Thomas Byford	57	ENG

	Beauchamp-Proctor, Andrew Frederick Weatherby	54	SAF

	MacLaren, Donald Roderick	54	CAN

	Barker, Willima George	50	CAN

	Little, Robert Alexander	47	AUS

	McElroy, George Edward Henry	47	IRL

	Ball, Albert	44	ENG

	Hazell, Tom Falcon	43	IRL

	Fullard, Philip Fletcher	40	ENG

	Gass, Charles George	39	ENG

	Gilmour, John Ingles	39	SCO

	Jordan, William Lancelot	39	SAF




	Australia

	1	Little, Robert Alexander	47

	2	Dallas, Roderic Stanley	32

	3	Cobby, Arthur Henry	29

	4	King, Elwyn Roy	26

	5	Pentland, Alexander Augustus Norman Dudley	23

	6	McCloughry, Edgar James Kingston	21

	 	Minifie, Richard Pearman	21

	8	Johnston, Edgar Charles	20

	9	Cowper, Andrew King	19

	 	Howell, Cedric Ernest	19

	11	Holliday, Fred Parkinson	17

	12	Hepburn, Allan	16

	 	Smith, Francis Ryan	16

	14	Gordon, John Rutherford	15

	 	Phillips, Roy Cecil	15

	 	 	 

	Canada

	1	Bishop, William Avery	72

	2	Collishaw, Raymond	60

	3	MacLaren, Donald Roderick	54

	4	Barker, William George	50

	5	Atkey, Alfred Clayburn	38

	6	Claxton, William Gordon	37

	7	Fall, Joseph Stewart Temple	36

	8	McCall, Frederick Robert Gordon	35

	9	Quigley, Frank Granger	33

	10	McKeever, Amndrew Edward	31

	11	Carter, Albert Desbrisay	28

	 	Hoidge, Reginald Theodore Carlos	28

	13	McEwen, Clifford Mackay	27

	 	Soden, Frank Ormond	27

	 	Whealy, Arthur Treloar	27

	 	 	 

	England

	1	Mannock, Edward Corringham	61

	2	McCudden, James Thomas Byford	57

	3	Ball, Albert	44

	4	Fullard, Philip Fletcher	40

	5	Gass, Charles George	39

	6	Woolett, Henry Winslow	35

	7	Bowman, Geoffrey Hilton	32

	8	Thompson, Samuel Frederick Henry	30

	9	Booker, Charles Dawson	29

	 	Clayson, Percy Jack	29

	 	Rochford, Leonard Henry	29

	12	Gurdon, John Everard	 

	 	Latimer, Dennis	28

	14	Middleton, Thomas Percy	27

	15	Fletcher, Ronald Malcolm	26

	 	Harvey, William Frederick James	26

	 	Staton, William Ernest	26

	 	 	 

	Ireland

	1	McElroy, George Edward Henry	47

	2	Hazell, Tom Falcon	43

	3	Molesworth, William Earle	18

	4	Tyrrell, Walter Alexander	17

	5	Cowell, John	16

	6	Mills, Alfred Stanley	15

	7	Heron, Oscar Aloysius Patrick	13

	8	Price, Guy William	12

	 	Saunders, Alfred William	12

	10	Elliott, Thomas	11

	 	Waller, Albert Gregory	11

	12	Atkinson, Edward Dawson	10

	 	Langan_Byrne, Patrick Anthony	10

	14	Caset, Francis Dominic	9

	 	O’Grady, Conn Standish	9

	 	 	 

	New Zealand

	1	Caldwell, Keith Logan	25

	2	Park, Keith Rodney	20

	3	Bannerman, Ronald Burns	17

	4	Watson, Herbert Gilles	14

	5	Collett, Clive Franklin	12

	6	Beamish, Harold Francis	11

	 	McGregor, Malcolm Charles	11

	8	Gordon, Frederick Stanley	9

	9	Drewitt, Herbery Frank Stacy	7

	10	Culling, Thomas Grey	6

	 	Maynard, Forster Herbert Martin	6

	12	Paul, Carrick Stewart	5

	 	Scott, Alan John Lance	5

	 	 	 

	Scotland

	1	Gilmour, John Ingles	39

	2	Maxwell, Gerald Joseph Constable	26

	3	Campbell, William Charles	23

	4	Frew, Matthew Brown	23

	5	Kennedy-Cochran-Patrick, William John Charles	21

	 	Thomson, George Edwin	21

	7	Todd, John	18

	8	Brown, Colin Peter	14

	 	Findlay, Charles	14

	 	Findlay, Maxwell Hutcheon	14

	 	Morris, James Fitz	14

	12	Purdom, Thomas Laurence	13

	13	Carlaw, Walter MacFarlane	12

	 	Napier, Ian Patrick Robert	12

	 	Ralston, John Steele	12

	 	 	 

	South Africa

	1	Beauchamp-Proctor, Andrew Frederick Weatherby	54

	2	Jordan, William Lancelot	39

	3	Kinkead, Samuel Marcus	33

	4	Harrison, Thomas Sinclair	22

	5	Bell, Douglas John	20

	 	Ross, Charles Gordon	20

	7	Barton, Horace Dale	19

	 	Reed, Arthur Eden	19

	9	Venter, Cristoffel Johannes	16

	10	Hayne, Edwin Tufnell	15

	 	Kiddie, Andrew Cameron	15

	 	Saunders, Hugh William Lumsden	15

	13	Graham, Gavin Lynedoch	13

	14	Brand, Christopher Joseph Quintin	12

	15	Payne, Leonard Allen	11

	 	 	 

	Wales

	1	Jones, James Ira Thomas	37

	2	Carpenter, Peter	24

	3	Maybery, Richard Aveline	21

	4	Chick, John Stanley	16

	5	Morgan, Josiah Lewis	12

	6	Day, Harold	11

	 	Jones-Williams, Arthur Gordon	11

	8	Beddow, Herbert Howell	10

	 	Chidlaw-Roberts Robert Leslie	10

	10	Kitto, Francis Mansel	9

	 	Norton, Ernest William	9

	 	Parry, Samuel	9

	13	Evans, Dudley, Lloyd	8

	 	Rees, Lionel Wilmot Brabazon	8

	 	Saunders, Franklin Geoffrey	8

	 	 	 

	France

	1	Fonck, René Paul	75

	2	Guynemer, Georges Marie Ludovic Jules	53

	3	Nungesser, Charles Eugène Jules Marie	43

	4	Madon, Georges Félix	41

	5	Boyau, Maurice Jean Paul	35

	6	Coiffard, Michel Joseph Callixte Marie	34

	7	Bourjade, Léon Jean Pierre	28

	8	Pinsard, Armand	27

	9	Dorme, René Pierre-Marie	23

	 	Guérin, Gabriel Fernand Charles	23

	 	Haegelen, Claude Marcel	23
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