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Smithers Hits a
Six

 


The smack of
leather on willow was drowned out by the roar of Sopwith Camel
engines as the Dawn Patrol came into land at Vanois airfield.
Lieutenant John Smith shielded his eyes with his hand and looked up
into the sky. Only one missing out of the four Camels. He wondered
who had bought it. Perhaps one of the new boys. He shook his head.
He had been on active service in France for only a month and
already he considered himself a veteran. He wondered if he would be
still alive when it was time to go back to Blighty on leave.

“Catch it,
Smithers!” Smith turned and looked at the cricket pitch. The two
batsmen were running like the blazes between the wickets and all
the fielders were looking in the air at a point somewhere above his
head. He stared up into the blue sky and searched for the dull red
leather cricket ball. Harder to spot than a Fokker Dr. 1, he saw
the ball too late. It was going to land behind him, perhaps even
outside the boundary rope. He stumbled backwards, trying to keep
his eye on the ball, but it was too late. With a thud the ball hit
the tough dry grass of the outfield and rolled down the slight hill
to rest just outside the boundary rope. The 32 Squadron gentlemen
had lost another six runs to the mechanics of Vanois field, and
with it the game was over. Smith’s team had lost.

Smith picked
up the ball and hurled it back towards the wicket-keeper at the
stumps. The ball bounced three times and rolled to a stop ten yards
in front of the keeper. The rest of the fielding side stood around,
hands on hips, heads bowed. None of them looked up at Smith, except
for the keeper, who Smith could see mouthing something as he ran to
collect the ball.

Smith ran
after his feeble throw. He’d played football for his local parish,
and had thought himself half decent—good enough to play midfield,
run up and down the pitch a bit and tackle and pass, but he had
never got the hang of cricket. Instead he spent his summer months
studying hard for his diploma. When he passed the exams and gained
promotion to foreman at Jones & Sons, those long summer
evenings spent inside studying had all seemed worth it. But where
had they got him now? With his technical education he had been
marked as a natural fit for the Royal Flying Corps, but now how he
wished he’d learnt at least to throw vaguely straight and to make
some connection between a bat and ball.

The keeper,
Wilmslow, picked up the cricket ball and ran towards Smith. “Heh!”
he shouted. “Try that again.” And he threw the ball hard and flat
towards Smith, who ducked in time for the ball to miss him only by
inches.

The other
players laughed as they watched Smith hit the grass to avoid the
hard leather ball. Smith lay there panting. “Don’t worry old boy,
you’ll catch some of the Hun’s lead one day soon, and then you’ll
be out of our hair. Good show, Wilmslow.”

He didn’t see
who said those cruel words, but he knew who it was well enough. It
was his nemesis since joining 32 Squadron in France. His own
Captain, Thomas Albright-Parker.

 


§

 


The patrol was
a good one so far. Nothing had happened. No German planes. And
therefore less chance of dying. Perhaps Lieutenant Smith would live
to fly another day. It was the day after the cricket match, and it
was the turn of B Flight to run the Dawn Patrol shift. Without a
word to his fellow pilots Smith had woken, gone to his plane and
with the assistance of the ground crew, with whom he exchanged the
slenderest of pleasantries, he had started his Camel and taken off
with the rest of B Flight. The four Sopwith Camels arranged
themselves with Albright-Parker flying at the front of a diamond
formation with Smith behind and to his left, Wimslow behind
watching their backs and Barker to the right. They had crossed the
lines just after dawn and then taken a course zig-zagging north
across the front until they reached Gommecourt. There they had
climbed two thousand feet before turning in a wide arc to start the
patrol back towards Vanois. They were looking for enemy
reconnaissance planes. That was their job. The point of the
constant patrols was to keep the skies clear of German planes and
thus prevent the enemy from acquiring aerial intelligence of Allied
troop movements.

When he had
first arrived at Vanois, Smith had thought the plans of the High
Command plausible and reasonable. They called it air superiority.
But the problem was the actions of the enemy. To make it work the
British and French planes had to constantly patrol in small groups,
sometimes in squadron strength, but often a flight such as theirs
on a quieter part of the Front. In response the Germans had amassed
a great Flying Circus of scouts the equivalent of four or more
squadrons in strength, lead by the charismatic flyer, the infamous
Richtofen, the Red Baron. This Flying Circus would then select part
of the line for their onslaught and pick upon the hopelessly
outnumbered Entente air patrols.

That was the
enemy’s plan at least, and didn’t always work. Sometimes the Circus
became dispersed after a combat and could be picked apart by a
squadron of Camels. Other times the Germans had to make do with
their own small reconnaissance patrols where their larger formation
of planes was unavailable.

So far, so
good this month for 32 Squadron and Smith, they had only faced
small patrols, roughly equal in strength to their own.

As they turned
South, having completed half of the patrol, Albright-Parker dipped
the nose of his Camel down. It was time to carry out some
reconnaissance of their own. The Camels were fitted for fighting,
and not aerial photography, so this would be a survey based purely
on pilot’s vision alone. And that meant getting lower. The
procedure of what would follow was well known to all four pilots.
Wilmslow would climb and provide cover a thousand feet above them,
while the other three planes would take turns to go lower and take
a look at the German lines, while trying to dodge the inevitable
Archie.

 


Albright-Parker went first.

Smith
stretched his back and sat up a bit in his cockpit to get a better
look of what was happening below him and to his right as the
Captain’s plane descended towards the German lines. The wind was
even stronger as he poked his head from behind the thin
wind-shield. A hundred miles an hour of wind blasting into his
face. He couldn’t hear the Archie above the roar of his engine, but
as Albright-Parker’s Camel lost altitude he could see the dirty
black clouds appear in the sky around him. None too close and not
too many of them. The German gunners hadn’t got their eye in
yet.

Soon he’d have
to be running that gauntlet.

He looked up.
Wilmslow was there and no-one else. A bit of cloud cover above
them. That was always worrying. It was a good place for the Bosch
to hide. He checked the other sections of the sky. All clear. And
then went back to watch his Captain. The Archie was intermittent.
It wasn’t heavy in this section and it would take a lucky hit to
get caught. But it was all about luck wasn’t it? Or the lack of
it.


Albright-Parker started to climb. When he reached his cruising
altitude level with Smith and Barker he waggled his wing to the
left. It was Smith’s turn. He pushed the stick forward and the
grey-brown expanse of the lines came fully into view. From this
height there wasn’t much to see. He’d have to get lower.

The Camel
speeded up as he descended. There was a tug on the stick and he had
to use his strength to hold the Camel in position. Archie bursts
were exploding around him pushing the Camel out of his position by
the displacement of air. Studying his diploma had taught him the
basics about the displacement of atoms and molecules and he
remembered that air was nothing but a gas being displaced by the
powerful explosions of the Archie molecules. He smiled at the faux
scientific thought. It was the kind of thought that could keep you
sane when death was only a few yards away. He wondered what the
others thought about in the same situations. Loved ones? Or perhaps
they just tried not to think at all.

He was close
enough to the ground now. He could see the scar of the trenches.
The German front lines zagging across the French hills. Strong
points like boils on a teenager’s skin, surrounded by scars




















cover.jpg





