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About the Book

Spring 1916, and three great armies – French, British and, on the other side of the wire, German – are locked in a stalemate of mud and blood on Europe’s Western Front. On the ground, young soldiers lose their innocence in the hell that is No Man’s Land, while in the skies above the trenches, a new breed of warrior, armed with a devastating new weapon, comes of age…

As the conflict stretches into its third year, a neutral and woefully ill-equipped America is goaded into the fray, and the world waits to see if the tide of a war that has cost the lives of millions can at last be turned.

Written with an historian’s eye for detail and a novelist’s understanding of our hopes and fears, this sweeping, epic work of fiction brings to life some of the First World War’s most memorable characters and carries readers to the heart of one of the greatest conflagrations in human history.
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To the Last Man

A Novel of the First World War

Jeff Shaara


There must be no course but to fight it out. Every position must be held to the last man. There must be no retirement. With our backs to the wall and believing in the justice of our cause each one of us must fight on to the end.

—Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig

Commander in Chief,

British Expeditionary Force

April 12, 1918


TO THE READER

No conflict in human history has brought about greater change to our world than the First World War. In no other war were so many nations so transformed, from the borders drawn on maps to the rulers whose empires fell to dust. In no other war was the horror so utterly surprising, and so graphically visible to the entire world. And in no other war did the outcome so completely pave the way for an even more tragic war that would follow only two decades later.

As the twentieth century dawned, philosophers and social scientists were trumpeting the arrival of the Modern Age, a breathless optimism that the thundering stampede of new technology would radically improve the quality of life for people the world over. Overlooked was that human nature had not evolved along with its machines. Humanity’s worst instincts—for conquest, domination, aggression, jealousy, and barbaric cruelty—would become plainly evident. The killing machines had improved as well.

It might be best that I describe this book by defining what it is not. This is not a comprehensive, blow-by-blow history of the First World War. This book does not take the reader to every corner of the immense war. This is not a history book at all, certainly not in the way that you may be familiar with that term from high school. This is the story, primarily, of four men, told through their points of view, as they might have told the story themselves. They are four distinctly different characters, who are involved in the war from four very different perspectives. This is a novel, by definition, because you are in their minds, hearing their words, and experiencing the war, and their world, as they saw it. The events, and each character’s participation or observation of those events, are as accurate as I could make them, an accuracy to which I am fiercely dedicated.

This story does not always focus on those characters who are the most familiar, or the most legendary. If this diminishes the book for you, I apologize. What I have tried to construct is a story that will carry the reader through this time alongside the more familiar as well as the virtually unknown. Many of the characters (and events) in this book are household names; many definitely are not.

If you are familiar with my previous books, then you know that typically I have followed the points of view of commanders, the people at the top. Such an approach here would simply not work. The more modern the war, the farther the commanders are from what is happening in front of them. However, I do not ignore the men who were responsible for engineering what took place in the field, and thus one of the principal characters in this story is General John J. Pershing. The other characters are Baron Manfred von Richthofen (far better known as the “Red Baron”), Raoul Lufbery of the Lafayette Escadrille, and Private Roscoe Temple, United States Marine Corps. Though these men do not share the same experiences, they have one thing distinctly in common. Each man’s life is radically changed by his experience, and each one provides an insight into his time. And each one is very much a hero.

In all my stories, I hold tightly to the rule of avoiding anachronisms, both in vocabulary and in speaking styles. While the language of the early twentieth century was not so radically different from that of today, differences do exist, and I have made every effort to be true to the time. In addition, it is obvious to anyone reading this story that the German characters spoke German, and most (but not all) of the French characters spoke French. Indeed, many of the conversations between General Pershing and various French commanders took place in French. I have purposely avoided most references to interpreters, and I have made no attempt to differentiate what language is being spoken in each passage of dialogue. Only occasionally do I mention a character’s accent. It has always been my feeling that emphasizing the obvious accent or inflections of speech is a distraction, interrupting the flow of the story, and, frankly, shows disregard for the intelligence of the reader.

It is my hope that this story will both surprise and entertain you. If occasionally you find the images uncomfortable, or the story line unexpectedly tragic, I can offer no apology for that. The story is true; the images are real. And we must never forget.

—Jeff Shaara

June 2004
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INTRODUCTION

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Europe has enjoyed nearly three decades of peace. But the complacency of its people masks a dark shadow growing beneath the various governments that maintain an uneasy hold on their relationships with their neighbors. The Franco-Prussian War in 1871 was an overwhelming victory for Germany, and a crushing humiliation for France, a result of centuries of bitter feuding between two distinctly different cultures. With their victory, the Germans take control of the regions of Alsace and Lorraine, which lie along their mutual border. As sorely as the French feel the loss of that territory, there is a final humiliation that plants an even more bitter seed. To celebrate their victory, the Germans stage a triumphant march of their soldiers down the Champs-Élysées, through the core of Paris—a symbolic assault on French pride that only deepens the unhealing wounds of the war.

In Germany, Kaiser Wilhelm II rules a country whose pride is in its military. The great beloved heroes of the German Empire are its soldiers, most notably Otto von Bismarck. Bismarck begins to emphasize German preparedness for a war he believes to be inevitable. For him, “a generation that has taken a beating is always followed by a generation that deals one.” His philosophy spreads through German military consciousness, hardening into a firm belief that France is most certainly planning to take its revenge on Germany by starting another war. Most German militarists accept completely the notion that in order to prevent such a potential catastrophe, Germany must strike first. The most pressing question is not why, but how.

The strategy is named for its architect, Count Alfred von Schlieffen, the German military’s chief of staff. The Schlieffen Plan calls for a preemptive strike into France that flows first across Belgium, and slices into France from the North, a massive unstoppable wave that will wrap around and consume Paris. Von Schlieffen discounts any problems dealing with France’s ally, Russia, nor does the plan consider any real threat from a French counterattack through Alsace-Lorraine. As designed, the Schlieffen Plan would deploy nearly all of Germany’s available troop strength, and drive them so rapidly to their objective that no reaction from France or its allies will come quickly enough to prevent Germany’s rapid victory. The war would be over virtually as soon as it begins.

But von Schlieffen does not carry out his own plan. He retires from service in 1906, and dies in 1913. Germany’s military planning falls into the hands of Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke, the nephew of one of Germany’s great heroes of the Franco-Prussian War. The younger von Moltke is not the leader his uncle was, however, and he immediately begins to find fault with certain elements of the Schlieffen Plan. Von Moltke lacks the confidence of so many of his predecessors, and his cautious nature causes him to amend the plan so that a significant percentage of Germany’s strike force is stripped away and placed defensively along the Alsace-Lorraine border. But neither von Moltke nor the kaiser has the confidence to order the final go-ahead. They require some spark, some specific incentive to justify the order. It comes in Sarajevo, Bosnia, on July 28, 1914.

Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand, the heir apparent to the throne of the Austria-Hungarian Empire, parades through the city, accompanied by his wife, Sophie. The archduke is keenly aware that throughout the Balkans there is considerable unrest and anger at Austria and its rulers, fueled by centuries-old feuds between the various ethnic factions in the region, most notably the Serbs. His vain and lavish show for the crowds in Sarajevo is obviously dangerous. But the archduke ignores his advisers and insists that the adoring crowds justify any danger. It is a catastrophic error in judgment. Both the archduke and his wife are gunned down by a Serbian nationalist. The outcry in Austria is predictable, and the Austrian military sees the opportunity to eliminate the annoyance of what they see as Serbian interference in Austria’s rightful dominance of the region. The Austrians make blusterous demands and ultimatums, knowing that their military is far superior to the Serbians’. The Serbians, in a desperate effort to avoid war, make every effort to accept the often ridiculous demands. Frustrated by Serbian compliance, and seeking the excuse to launch a crushing blow that would add Serbia’s resources to her own, the Austrians finally demand that the Serbs allow the Austrian army to occupy Serbia as a means of rounding up Serbian troublemakers. The line has been crossed. Serbia refuses, and the Austrians have their excuse.

A regional dispute between a large power and one who is very much weaker suddenly takes on a life that has consequences few can predict. The Serbians have a treaty of alliance with the French and also with the Russians, who face the Austrians along an enormous common border. The Austrians, in order to counter the Russian threat, gain assurances from Kaiser Wilhelm that Germany will come to Austria’s aid, should Russia attack. Any open conflict with Russia will trigger a response from the French, who have their own alliance with Russia. The Germans have their spark.

There is still one piece of the puzzle left to chance. In order to invade France, German troops will march through neutral Belgium. Belgium has a formal alliance with England, who has pledged to secure Belgian sovereignty. The kaiser does not believe the British will enter a war against Germany, just for what he sees as the relatively minor concerns of the Belgians. Germany does not intend to occupy Belgium, merely pass through the country. The German navy, however, sees a war with England as an opportunity. For more than a century, the British have dominated the seas, something the ambitious German admirals would like to change. Germany’s coastline is limited, and the navy’s proponents are eager to find some way to expand Germany’s influence on the oceans, thus opening new doors economically, as well as militarily. If England enters a war on behalf of the Belgians, so be it.

The dominoes are set to fall. In the capitals of Europe, furious diplomatic efforts are made to prevent all-out war between every major power on the continent. But the weak-minded emperors, from Czar Nicholas to Kaiser Wilhelm, are no match for the ambitious and ruthless militarists who prod them from below.
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On August 4, 1914, German troops march into Belgium. With the Austrians already marching into Serbia, the dominoes begin to fall. Within days, the world is at war.

Instead of the rapid and overwhelming conquest of France, von Moltke’s hesitation to commit full support to the Schlieffen Plan causes the German attack to bog down even before the troops reach the French border. The Belgian army, led by their charismatic King Albert, resists the German invasion with a spirited, though doomed, defense of their territory. But the delay gives the French time to examine their options.

Since their defeat in 1871, the French have sought the appropriate strategy that would allow them to gain revenge against the Germans. The army is commanded by Marshal Joseph Joffre, who has nurtured his own plan for the ultimate invasion of Germany. Joffre is given free rein, and he exercises an iron hand in all areas of France’s military. He knows only one philosophy: attack. Though the Belgian defense is rapidly crumbling to the north, Joffre ignores the German threat and launches a full-scale assault into Alsace and Lorraine. The attack succeeds, and then grinds to a halt against well-prepared German defenses. To the north, with the Belgians finally swept aside, the Germans make their push into France. Joffre begins to move his troops northward, to confront a threat whose magnitude he never truly understands.

The British cannot save the Belgians, but they send nearly half a million troops across the English Channel in an effort to put some barrier in front of the German offensive. The German juggernaut is too powerful, and immediately the British and French forces sent to confront them are routed. But once again von Moltke’s lack of confidence shows itself. Instead of ordering his commanders to stay the course, he remains out of touch, far to the rear, and the field commanders must make their own decisions. Instead of engulfing Paris, the Germans turn more toward the west, in an attempt to surround the French army. But in the field, the Germans have extended beyond their own ability to feed and supply their army, something the original Schlieffen Plan had failed to address. What von Moltke fails to realize is the opportunity that still rests in his hands. With the war less than a month old, the Belgians are conquered, the French are facing utter defeat, and the British are nearly eliminated before they can fully mobilize their army.

What follows is called the (First) Battle of the Marne. With the power of the German thrust wavering, cracks begin to appear in the German position, and on September 7, 1914, Joffre seizes the advantage and attacks. The Germans are without effective communications to their commander, and uncertain of his troops’ precise situation, von Moltke makes his final error. Once more he hesitates. With their position in jeopardy, and no one available to give a definitive order, the German field commanders believe they have no alternative but to pull back. The exhausted French and British troops cannot follow up their success, can only follow the German withdrawal, until both sides reach a safe defensive position. All along a ninety-mile front, the attacks have ground down into paralysis. Both sides have their northern flanks exposed, and thus begins a race to the sea, with both German and British troops seeking to turn the other’s flank. But neither side succeeds, and the northernmost point of the front is thus anchored firmly against the English Channel. With troops furiously fortifying their defenses, a no-man’s-land is created that eventually stretches from Flanders, in western Belgium, to the Swiss border, south of Alsace-Lorraine. The Western Front has come into existence. As both sides prepare for what surely must follow, the extraordinary cost of the first great battle becomes known. Both sides suffer twenty-five percent casualties. Driven by the shock of just what kind of horror they face, the armies turn the Western Front into a fortress of defensiveness. Mammoth networks of underground trenches extend all along both sides of the line.

Stung by the enormity of their failure, the kaiser blames von Moltke’s timidity, and replaces him with General Erich von Falkenhayn. Joffre responds to the catastrophic carnage by blaming his generals, and he replaces numerous field commanders all along the line. Ultimately, both sides spend the rest of the year licking their wounds, planning what, if anything, they can do next.

In the East, the Russians respond as expected, and they begin a campaign along an enormous front of the German/Austrian border. The fighting there is as bloody and, ultimately, as inconclusive.

In November 1914, the Germans are gratified to learn that the Ottoman Empire of Turkey has decided to join the war on the German side. The centuries-old influence of the Ottoman Turks has waned across the region, a vast empire that once included most of North Africa and the Middle East. Their chief rival in specific areas such as Egypt and Mesopotamia is the British, and the Turkish rulers recognize an opportunity to reclaim both land and past glory. The Turks strike at their Russian neighbors as well, where, along their mutual borders, a variety of tribal and ethnic cultures have waged violent confrontations for centuries. Throughout the Balkans and Arabia the ethnic violence takes a horrific toll, including the slaughter of nearly six hundred thousand Armenians. The war ignites old ethnic differences into full-scale confrontations, and those on the weaker side of a dispute are often the victims of unspeakable abuses.

Germany provides considerable economic and military assistance to the Turks, the kaiser recognizing the importance of Turkish control of the Straits of the Dardanelles. The straits, bordered by the Gallipoli Peninsula, are Russia’s only outlet from the Black Sea to the Mediterranean, and thus a powerful economic artery for one of Germany’s primary enemies. In February 1915, the British launch a furious assault on the Gallipoli Peninsula. British colonial troops from New Zealand and Australia (Anzac) are sent ashore only to find that no specific plan has been made for them to proceed inland, and almost no reconnaissance has been made of the countryside they are supposed to attack. The inept leadership causes enormous casualties to the Anzac, who are finally withdrawn without gaining any of their objectives. England’s catastrophic failure is symbolic in that no nation can rely on its past glories to win battles in this new, horribly modern war.

Across the Atlantic Ocean, one great variable remains. President Woodrow Wilson declares immediately that his nation shall follow a course of neutrality. Wilson’s principles are born of his own personal, somewhat pacifist philosophy, as well as the political reality that the United States is indeed a melting pot of cultures and ethnicities that includes significant numbers of citizens (and voters) sympathetic to every side of the war. Throughout the country, the propaganda wars heat up and violence breaks out between ethnically diverse groups fiercely loyal to their homelands. But many Americans are simply bystanders, intently watching from afar what is unfolding in Europe. Most Americans want no part of what they see as a European problem, and they support Wilson’s declaration of neutrality. But the public perceptions begin to shift, the result of the intense propaganda campaigns waged by both sides. It is the British who prove to be more effective at stating their case. Americans also have difficulty accepting German rationalizations for their unprovoked invasion of Belgium, made worse by the German army’s crushing blow to the Belgian army’s attempts to defend their own territory. Then, the Germans make a monumental strategic mistake. On May 7, 1915, a German submarine off the Irish coast fires two torpedoes at the opulent ocean liner Lusitania, which sinks in twenty minutes. Nearly twelve hundred people lose their lives, including one hundred twenty-four Americans. Though the Germans claim, with some accuracy, that the Lusitania was carrying arms as well as passengers, the attack is seen as an unjustifiable atrocity. For the first time, the war has struck directly and blatantly at American interests.

Though most Americans are still opposed to active involvement in the war, some have already taken a stand, and they travel to Europe to make some direct contribution to a cause they feel is worth fighting for. In the American military, there is a blossoming awareness that if the United States should join the war, there is a desperate need for modernization and preparation of an army that, for a generation, has had little to do but chase banditos in Mexico.

John J. Pershing

Born 1860, in Laclede, Missouri. While still in his late teens, he shows a passion for teaching and passes the required examinations that grant him a teaching certificate. Though younger than some of his students, he gains their respect as a young man of discipline, who will tolerate no bullying and no one’s laziness toward his studies. At age twenty-one, he takes the examination for the United States Military Academy at West Point, believing that a West Point education will give him the foundation he will need to build a solid career in teaching. Though he has no expectations of becoming a soldier, at West Point he is surprised to find himself drawn to a career in the military. He finds enormous inspiration from the study of military history and heroes, most notably Ulysses Grant, and graduates Class of 1886, thirtieth in his class, out of seventy-seven.

Pershing accepts the most sought-after route available to a young officer, that of cavalry. His first assignment is with the Sixth Cavalry, which places him at Fort Bayard, New Mexico—Indian country—and instead of the romantic notions he had imagined, he finds the post unspeakably dull. In 1890, he moves with the Sixth to the Dakotas, and eventually commands a group of Sioux Indians who have been recruited as scouts. He gains unexpected insight into and tolerance for his former “enemy.”

Still yearning to teach, in 1891, he accepts a position as professor of military science at the University of Nebraska, and moves to Lincoln. He brings West Point discipline to what is regarded as a poor military school. Within a year, he transforms the academy into a respected replica of West Point. Despite the satisfaction he receives from his work with young cadets, he continues to look to his own education, and in 1893, he earns a law degree. But he decides against a career in law, accepting the advice of a good friend, who tells him, “Better lawyers than you are starving in Nebraska. Your [army] pay may be small, but it comes very regularly.”

Promoted to first lieutenant, Pershing accepts a challenging assignment with the Tenth Cavalry, a Negro unit stationed at Fort Assiniboine, Montana. Pershing thrives in the command and earns the respect of his troops, as well as an affinity for their status as second-class soldiers. It is this command that gives him the nickname “Black Jack.”

In 1896, he catches the eye of army commander General Nelson Miles, and is invited to join Miles as a staff officer in Washington. But Pershing chafes at life in the capital, and in 1897, he seeks, and is granted, a post as an instructor at West Point. With the winds of war blowing toward a serious conflict with Spain, Pershing requests reassignment with the Tenth Cavalry, and in 1898, when war is declared, Pershing travels to meet the regiment at Tampa, Florida, to prepare for the invasion of Cuba. He participates in what becomes known as the Battle of San Juan Hill, where he meets and befriends Teddy Roosevelt.

One key spoils of the war is the Philippines, which is consumed by factional and civil war. Pershing arrives in Manila in November 1899, and becomes adjutant general, and governor of Mindanao. Here he successfully juggles the particular differences that inspire bloodshed between Moslem, Chinese, and native Filipino interests. The lessons learned in dealing with both Indian and Negro concerns provide Pershing with an enormous advantage in bridging the wide cultural gaps, and surprising to his fellow officers, he is held in high esteem among the Moro (Moslem) tribes.

He is recalled to Washington in 1903, to serve on the newly created War Department General Staff. He reluctantly settles into the social scene and meets Frances Warren, the daughter of Senator Francis Warren of Wyoming. Their romance is the stuff of gossip, and on January 26, 1905, they are married in what is considered to be a major social event, attended by many in Congress, as well as Teddy (now president) Roosevelt. Roosevelt so admires Pershing that the president exercises this authority somewhat excessively, and he promotes Pershing from captain to brigadier general, which does not endear Pershing to many ranking officers in the army.

Pershing returns to the Philippines with his wife and newborn daughter, and they remain there for seven more years, during which time Frances gives birth to three more children, two girls and a boy.

In 1913, he receives a new assignment and moves his family to the Presidio in San Francisco. He is almost immediately ordered to Fort Bliss, near El Paso, Texas, to command the army’s Eighth Brigade, confronting the crisis that is blossoming with Mexico. The crisis is the result of a general chaos south of the border due to Mexico’s revolution and power struggle, which spills over the border in the form of raids and banditry that the American government cannot ignore. He observes from a great distance the war that roars to life in Europe, but his duty in Texas is tedious and isolated, and Pershing can focus only on his own command.

On August 27, 1915, he receives the devastating news that his home in San Francisco has burned, and that his wife and three daughters have been killed; only his young son has survived. The tragedy numbs him so severely that he can function only by performing his duty with fanatical dedication. The job is frustrating beyond tolerance for many of the soldiers under his command, but Pershing persists, only occasionally allowing his emotions to surface. Driven deeper into bored despair, he cannot help casting an eye toward the events in Europe. Despite his president’s calls for neutrality, Pershing understands the world through a soldier’s eye. The wider the war, and the longer it lasts, the less likely it is that anyone can remain neutral.

Roscoe Temple

Born 1898, near the thriving farm community of Monticello, in northern Florida. His father dies when he is an infant, and he has no recollection of the man. He is raised by a stern mother and an affectionate grandfather. The family farms the land, and his mother’s unwillingness to remarry puts her squarely in what is typically a man’s role as the overseer of a difficult life. Temple observes his mother’s love for her land, but more, he learns to appreciate all that nature has provided them. From an early age, he follows his grandfather through the winding paths that carry him deep into woods and swamplands, all the places that attract the imagination of a boy.

Temple, a voracious consumer of books, reads as many novels and histories as can be found in his rural community, and travels to the closest larger town, Tallahassee, to find more. He focuses on a study of the Civil War, inspired mainly by his grandfather’s stories of life as a Confederate soldier. But Temple seeks more than fantasy, and he begins to wonder about a career in the military. With tales of the Spanish-American War flowing across the land, and with the ebullient Teddy Roosevelt inspiring the nation to think of America as a place that gives birth to men of action, Temple’s fantasies jell into ambition. The spring after the outbreak of the war in Europe, he graduates from the rural high school, with a total of three classmates. He counts the days until his eighteenth birthday, and though he has spoken of little else than becoming a soldier, his mother is stunned when he announces that he intends to join the Marine Corps. Despite the needs of the farm, she will not stand in the way of her only child’s dream, and in 1917, he travels to Quantico, Virginia. Though the country seems twisted into turmoil and disagreement about the meaning of the war, whether or not the nation should imperil its youth in a foreign conflict, Temple nurtures the dream, and by the end of 1917, he is a Marine.

Raoul Lufbery

Born 1885, in Clermont-Ferrand, France, the youngest son of an American chemist. His mother dies before Lufbery is a year old, and when his father remarries and returns to America, Lufbery and his brothers remain in France in the care of relatives.

Lufbery grows up an independent and undisciplined young man and leaves France at age nineteen. Having no notion of what he wants to do with his life, he begins to travel. He finds his way to North Africa, Germany, Turkey, among many other stops, and survives by accepting any work he can find. In 1906, he and an older brother sail for New York, hoping to visit his father, who lives in Wallingford, Connecticut. But unknown to either of them, the elder Lufbery happens to leave New York by ship the same week his sons arrive. Lufbery will never see his father again. For two years he labors at a silver factory in Connecticut. In 1908, he begins another search for some kind of future, and he travels first to Cuba, then to New Orleans, and on to San Francisco, again working any odd jobs he can find.

He enlists in the army and serves in the Philippines under Pershing, where he pursues the paperwork required to become a naturalized American citizen. When his enlistment expires, Lufbery leaves the army and begins to travel again, sailing to Japan, China, and then to India.

In 1912, in Calcutta, he meets Frenchman Marc Pourpe, who is an accomplished and celebrated pilot. Pourpe travels throughout the world performing aerobatic exhibitions for astonished audiences. Lufbery sees an opportunity and applies himself to the art of aircraft mechanics. When Pourpe is satisfied that Lufbery is a qualified mechanic, he hires him to accompany the exhibition. In 1914, he tours with Pourpe through Asia and North Africa, and when Pourpe learns of the availability of a new aircraft, Lufbery accompanies him to France. Lufbery has now completed a journey that has taken him completely around the world.

While they are in France the war breaks out, and, to Lufbery’s distress, Pourpe hears the call of his native country and joins the fledgling French Air Service. Lufbery responds by joining the French Foreign Legion, the home to a growing number of Americans who have come to Europe in search of adventure, or simply to participate in the war. Pourpe’s influence helps Lufbery make the transfer to the Air Service, a move sought by hundreds of foreigners who would rather explore the new adventure of aviation instead of life in the infantry. Lufbery never stops fine-tuning his mechanical skills, and learns as much as he can about every new aircraft motor in production, while continuing to serve as Pourpe’s personal mechanic.

On December 2, 1914, Marc Pourpe is killed while attempting to land his plane in inclement weather. Lufbery is devastated. Though he can easily find a place as a mechanic with any number of pilots, he begins to see a new mission in his life. He blames Germany and the war for the death of his one close friend, and driven by a need for revenge, Lufbery requests transfer to the French pilot school at Chartres. He completes his training in October 1915, and is assigned to a French bomber squadron. But he finds the work boring and seeks recertification as a fighter pilot. In May 1916, he receives certification to fly the French Nieuport, that country’s finest front-line weapon against the growing threat of the German Air Service. Despite his perfect fluency in French, as an American citizen, the Aeronautique Militaire feels justified in assigning him to a recently organized squadron of American pilots. Lufbery knows that, now, he will have his opportunity to face the enemy in the air.

Baron Manfred von Richthofen

Born 1892, in Breslau, Lower Silesia, the oldest son of a professional soldier. At age nine, his family moves to Schweidnitz, where Richthofen becomes enamored of the woodlands that ring his family’s estate. He immediately develops a love of guns and hunting, and when given an air rifle by his father, he engages in his first safari by killing three of his grandmother’s domestic ducks.

At age eleven, he is sent by his father to the Wahlstatt Military School in Berlin, the tradition for sons of Prussian officers. Richthofen hates the rigidity of the school, spends far more time engaging in athletics than in his studies in the classroom. He is punished constantly for climbing the many trees that surround the school, and on one occasion he climbs to the highest point in the area, a church steeple, where the view of the world from above captivates him. He spends six miserable years at Wahlstatt, but at age seventeen, the tedium concludes. He is enrolled at the Senior School, Lichterfelde, south of Berlin, which proves far more enjoyable. Instead of the mundane rules of discipline, Lichterfelde is dedicated to the instruction of soldiers, and Richthofen takes to his studies with a passion. He reads the complete works of Clausewitz, the definitive volumes on the science and philosophy of war, impressing not only his teachers, but his father as well. He graduates Lichterfelde in 1910, and enters the Berlin War Academy, the final step for a young man’s leap into a career as a military officer. For the first time he receives detailed instructions on modern political thinking, including the prevailing winds that blow through Germany at the time. But Richthofen is bored by the talk of politics and intrigue, and focuses on his final graduation, which will open the door to his career in his chosen field, the cavalry. He enlists in the First Regiment of Uhlans, a mobile, light cavalry unit, and in 1912 is given his commission as lieutenant. He continues to train as a cavalry officer, and in the summer of 1914, he is stationed close to the eastern border with Russian-occupied Poland. The young lieutenant is oblivious to the whirlwind swirling around him. During a particularly festive dinner, Richthofen and his fellow officers are startled to receive word that the border has suddenly become a war zone.

He leads his cavalry on various missions, probing into Russian territory, and has several close brushes with units of Cossack cavalry that never amount to any significant action, neither side seeming to believe that they are actually supposed to fight. But the war finds him, and in mid-August, he is transferred to the northernmost sector of the Western Front. Richthofen is assigned to patrol a region of the Argonne Forest, and he leads fifteen men into an ambush by an alert patrol of French infantry. He loses ten men in the attack and barely escapes himself. The ambush is an embarrassment for the young lieutenant, but more, it convinces him that men on horseback have no place in this new, modern war. He is assigned to service in the Signal Corps, finds himself crawling through mud to lay telephone line between trenches. As he witnesses firsthand the men doing the actual fighting, Richthofen begins to feel as though the real war is passing him by.

While he sits dejectedly in a frozen dugout, waiting for the order to return to his command post, he hears a sound like none he has heard before, drawing his eye skyward. He has no idea what the black crosses on the wings signify, or what the mission of the aircraft is. But he realizes that if he is to join the war, he might have to volunteer for duty where opportunity is still available. In May 1915, his transfer is granted, and he is sent to Cologne, to the Air Service Replacement Center. There, he will learn to fly an aeroplane.


PART I

TO TOUCH THE SKY

Imagine how thrilling it will be tomorrow marching toward the front with the noise of battle growing continually louder. I go into action with the lightest of light hearts!

—ALAN SEEGER, American

poet French Foreign Legion, 1914

[image: image]
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THE REPLACEMENT

The British Lines, Near Ypres, Western Belgium—Autumn 1915

THE DARKNESS WAS complete, a slow march into a black, wet hell. He was the last man in the short column, one part of a line of twenty men, guided by the low sounds in front of him, soft thumps, boots on the sagging duckboards. There were voices, hard whispers, and, close to him, a hissing growl from the sergeant: “Keep together, you bloody laggards! No stopping!”

No one answered, no protests. Each man held himself tightly inside, the words of the sergeant swept aside by the voices in their own minds, a tight screaming fear, the only response they could have to this march into the black unknown.

They had come as so many had come, crossing the Channel on small steamers, filing through the chaos of the seaports, and after a few days, they had boarded the trains. There was singing, bands playing along the way, the raucous enthusiasm of young recruits. They had stared curiously at the French and Belgian countryside, returning the smiles of the people who greeted them at every stop, and few noticed that as the trains moved farther inland, closer to the vast desolation of the Western Front, the villagers were quieter, the faces more grim. Then the trains stopped, and the men were ordered out onto roads that had seen too much use, repaired and repaired again. They would march now only at night, hidden from the eyes in the air, the aeroplanes that sought out targets for German artillery. If the roads were bad, the small trails and pathways were worse, men stumbling in tight files, moving closer still to the front. The fire in the recruits was dampened now, by the weather, the ever-present mud, the soggy lowlands of Flanders. Then came the first sounds, low rumbles, louder as they marched forward. Even in the darkness, both sides threw a nightly artillery barrage at the other, some firing blind, some relying on the memory of the daytime, a brief glimpse of movement on the road, convoys of trucks and horse-drawn carts. Some had the range, knew every foot of the road that stretched out behind the enemy’s lines. Throughout the night, the targets might be unseen, but they were there, and every man at every big gun knew that in the darkness, each road, each small path might be hiding great long lines of men, new recruits, the replacements who marched quietly to the front.

His guts were a twisted knot, his arms pulled to his sides, one hand tightly curled around his rifle, his eyes straining at the unseen man in front of him. The soft wood beneath him was bouncing now, sagging low, and his knees buckled, trying to match the rhythm of the footing. There were more soft sounds, splashes, the duckboards spread across some chasm of black water. His mind tried to focus, one foot in front of the other, keeping his boots on the narrow wooden boards. He imagined a great pond, inky and deep, the duckboards some kind of bridge, but the image was not complete, his mind shouting at him, to the front, focus to the front. The man in front of him made a low grunt, water splashing, the man stepping hard, trying to catch himself.

“Bloody hell!”

He stumbled as well, his boots down in the water, the duckboards sagging too low, and he felt the man suddenly beneath him. He fought for his balance, falling now, one hand pushing down hard on the man’s back.

“Get off me, you bloody bastard!”

“Shut up, Greenie! On your feet!” It was the sergeant again, and rough hands grabbed his arm, jerking him upright. Beneath him, the other man pulled himself to his feet, both of them gripped hard by the sergeant.

“Stay awake! Keep moving!”

He wanted to whisper something to the man in front, an apology, but the march was on again, the rhythm of his boots blending with the others, soft sounds of water and wood. He felt the wetness in his socks now, the chill of the water adding to the cold hard stone in his chest.

The replacements had been called greenies from their first moment on the march, green troops, sent forward to rebuild the front-line units, fill the gaping holes in the British regiments. Their training had been rapid, some said far too rapid, a nation scrambling to find new soldiers, more soldiers than anyone had thought they would need. They had been parceled out into small squads by a system none of them understood, led by unfamiliar sergeants, hard, angry men who had done this work before, the men who knew the trails, who could find their way in the dark.

He had joined with many of his friends from the village, a small farming town near the Scottish border. No one had thought the army would be away from home through Christmas, but the newspapers spoke of great battles, a new horror for the world, words and places that seemed foreign and fantastic. In the village, there had been talk of young men who would not come home, strangers mostly, sons of farmers barely known, word of families in mourning. His friends spoke of the adventure of it all, that if any of them missed it, or worse, avoided it, they would be called shirkers, traitors to the king. No matter the accounts in the newspapers, a massive and bloody war that had swallowed the whole of Europe, few who lived in the small village could resist the call, to march in song and parade to join a war the likes of which Britain had not seen since Napoleon.

He tried to adjust his massive backpack, the darkness broken by a small clink of metal, his canteen rattling against the trenching tool that hung down the side of his pack. He had become used to the weight, the clumsy mass just part of the rhythm of the march, bouncing with him on the duckboards.

The ground beneath him was hard now, the wood not moving, no water, and the boots were louder, echoes in the darkness. He heard voices to one side, a group of men, still unseen, and the voices hushed as they passed. He stared through the darkness, wondering, officers perhaps, speaking of plans and tactics. He glanced up, no stars, the night still thick and black. A soft breeze swept past him, a wave of sharp odor. He hunched his shoulders, fought off the smell, but it was all through him, burning his nose, then harder still, sharp and sickening. The man in front of him made a choking sound, others as well, hard coughs, curses.

“Keep moving! That’s just the roses, you bloody greenies! Plenty more to come!”

The smell was settling dull in his mind, his brain numbing to it. The breeze seemed to stop, but the smells were still there, all around him, and the man in front of him said, “A horse. A bloody horse!”

He moved past the shape, could hear the hard buzz of flies, was grateful now for the dark. He squinted his eyes, fought through the worst of the smell, stared down for a long while. The march continued, more hard odor, different, unseen decay, and he focused on his footsteps, tried not to think of what lay rotting in the deep mud around him. He could see the faint outline of his boots, the motion steady, constant, realized he could see. He looked ahead of him, could see a shape, the man in front of him outlined in a dark gray mist. He glanced to the side, more shapes, low hulks, movement. The duckboards began to sag again, more splashes, and he looked down, each step pushing the water out in low ripples. He stared ahead, past the shadow of the man, tried to see beyond, to see where they were going, what the land looked like. The sergeant moved past him now, another hard whisper.

“The first trench line is just ahead. We’ll be at the guard post in a minute. Step down easy. We’re close. No talking. None! Old Fritz is just out there a ways!”

He could hear something new, a slight quiver in the sergeant’s voice. There was none of the profane anger, the mindless screaming at men who had done nothing wrong. He thought of the word, close. How close? Close enough that the sergeant is afraid? He felt his legs turning cold, the hard chill in his chest spreading. There was another low voice, unfamiliar, the words barely reaching him. He could see another man, a gray shape, an officer, speaking in low tones to the sergeant, the man’s words finding him through the heavy mist.

“Sergeant Cower … you’re late … daylight … heads low.”

Behind the two men there was another low, fat hulk. But the soft dawn was spreading, and he could see a shape, a fat round barrel. His heart jumped, hard tightness—of course, a cannon. A big one. The carriage was hidden, buried in the wet muddy ground, the barrel pointing out in the direction of the march. The sergeant was moving toward them again, waving his arm, a downward motion, words coming now, but there was a new sound, a hard whistle, ripping the air above them. The ground in front of him erupted, a mass of earth and men, and he felt himself pushed back, rolling down, his face hitting the mud, his backpack lurching up over his shoulders. There was another great scream, another shell landing a few yards to his left, the ground under him rising up in one great gasp, then settling back down. More dirt fell on him, heavy, a sharp punch into his backpack, nearly rolling him over. He gripped the ground, his hands clawing into the mud, but the sounds kept rolling over him, thunderous bursts, the ground still bouncing beneath him. He tried to breathe, blew a sharp breath out, his face buried in water, tried to raise his head, another great blast, lifting him up, dropping him again hard in the mud. He gasped for air, turned his face to the side, saw only smoke, no men, no great gun. He forced a breath, his throat seared by the heat. He looked for the sergeant, tried to shout, something, not words, fought for air, another scream above him, another great blast behind him, other sounds now, more screams. Men. The dirt settled on him again, and he thought of the sergeant, the man’s words, trench line, close. He raised his head up, saw motion, a man running, then another blast, the man disappearing, swept away. He tried to stand, the backpack nearly falling over his head, the weight pulling him over. He tried to run, his legs useless, soft jelly, felt a hand now, a hard grip under his arm.

“Let’s go! Move!”

The hand released him, and he reached down for his rifle, saw only water, the voice again.

“Move!”

The man was running out ahead, and he followed, pumped his legs through the churned-up mud, the backpack bouncing wildly. He saw the man drop down, a large round hole, more black water, and he followed, stumbled down, splashed hard, water up to his waist.

“Down!”

He rolled to one side, the backpack sinking beneath him, could sit now, water to his chest, the muddy rim of the hole above him, protection. The shells still came over them, but fell farther back now, the impact jarring him in hard rumbles. He wiped at his eyes, but the mud on his hands made it worse, and he blew hard through his nose, dislodging mud and water. His hands were empty, a new burst of fear, so many days of drill, of screaming sergeants, the routine pounded hard into every man, the punishment. Never lose your rifle. …

“My rifle … I dropped it! I have to go back. …”

The hand clamped hard on his shoulder again, and he saw the face of the sergeant.

“Stay put! There’s more rifles to be found. You wounded?”

The question confused him, and he looked down, saw only water, said, “I don’t know. I don’t know.”

“You better check, Greenie. But keep down.”

He moved his hands along his sides, was suddenly terrified of what he would find. He felt for his legs, his hands probing slowly beneath the dark water, said, “I don’t know. It doesn’t hurt.”

The sergeant did not laugh, said, “Roll over. Let me have a look. You could bloody well have a hole somewhere. There’s no pain, sometimes. Just a piece … goes missing.”

He turned, the backpack rising up beneath him. Now there was a short laugh, and the sergeant said, “No, don’t appear you been hit. But the quartermaster’s gonna be mighty ticked. You let Fritz blow the hell out of your pack.”

He slid the pack off, moved it around, saw shreds of cloth, the contents, his clothes, food rations, ripped to small bits of cloth and metal. He stared at the useless mass, pushed it away from him, watched it disappear into the water.

“Say a prayer, Greenie. Probably saved your neck.”

He probed again, his hands feeling his chest, stomach, and the sergeant was serious now.

“Naw, Greenie, you’re fine. If I hadn’t gotten you into this shell hole, you might have joined your mates. Direct hit …” The sergeant paused, looked up into the thick gray sky. “Shelling’s stopped. For now. You best get moving. Trenches should be ahead, if there’s still anything left. Chances are, those boys fared better than you greenies. Take a look. See if anyone’s moving.”

He slid to one side of the shell hole, adjusted his helmet, eased his head up slowly, and the sergeant said, “Go on, there’s nothing to fear now. Fritz can’t see you back this far. If they start shelling again, you know where to find me.”

He glanced up out of the hole, saw low drifting smoke, mounds of dirt, duckboards scattered, splintered. “I don’t see anything.” He turned, saw the sergeant staring at him, saw the man shivering, the water around him moving in low ripples.

“You best go on. They’re waiting for the greenies up ahead. You’ll see the trenches, a hole bigger’n this one, pile of sandbags. Tell the guards you’re a replacement for B Company. They’ll know where to put you.” He paused, took a long breath, spit something out into the black water. “Double-time it, though. Fritz could start his guns again.”

“I don’t know the way. I’ll wait for the others. You have to lead the way!”

He felt a small cold panic rising, stared at the sergeant, who said, “Go! I’ll be staying here.”

“But the others!”

He was angry now, furious at this man, this bully, the big man with the temper and the hard hands, quick to punish, quick in his abuse of the replacements. From the beginning of the march, the sergeant had been on them, cursing them, finding fault with every step. He moved through the water, closer to the sergeant, said, “Damn you! You cannot just order me. … I cannot just go alone! We must find the others!”

The sergeant closed his eyes for a moment, said softly, “Direct hit. The first shell … there are no others.”

“You’re mad! Twenty men!”

He scrambled to the edge of the shell hole, eased his head up, searched the dull gray. His heart was pounding again, the cold returning. He climbed up farther, pulled himself out of the hole, crawled slowly away. The smoke was mostly gone, the air now thick with wet mist, a light rain beginning to fall. He paused, listened, tried to hear voices, heard only the faint hiss of the rain. He glanced beyond the shell hole, toward the front lines, the place where the trenches were supposed to be. He raised his head up farther, felt suddenly naked, no rifle, nothing in his hands, no heavy mass on his back. He felt light, like an animal, stood up slowly, bent low, began to move back, followed the shattered trail of the duckboards. He could see the muddy ground broken into round patches of water, shell holes in every direction. He crouched low, saw a rifle, thought, mine … but the butt was missing, useless. He eased close to a shell hole, said in a low voice, “Anyone …?”

He peered over the edge, saw an arm in the water, fingers curled in a loose grip around a rifle. He fought the sickness rising inside him, reached down, pulled at the rifle, the hand giving way, the arm now rising slowly, the man’s body pulled free of the mud below. He tried not to look, but the face turned up in the water, familiar, the name digging into him, Oliver. He turned away, pulled the rifle close to him, held it for a long moment, fought the tears, the panic. He tried to breathe, his throat tight, said in a low voice, “Sorry, old chap. I’ve lost my Enfield. Don’t expect you’ll tell the captain.”

He felt his belt, the ammunition pouches still full, his bayonet still in the scabbard, his gas mask there as well. He could hear a hard thump in the distance, more artillery, and he crouched low, ignored the mud beneath him, the rain dripping from the rim of his helmet. He searched through the mist, saw the cannon now, the big gun still hunched low in the mud, but the barrel was pointing straight up, the carriage a shattered mass of steel. The cold panic began to rise again, and he shouted, “Anyone?”

The cannon in the distance had quieted again, and the steady hiss of the rain filled the air around him. He stood again, looked for his own shell hole. The ground was a maze of craters and ragged holes, but he could see his own tracks, still fresh in the deep mud. He kept low, followed them to the great wide hole, could see down, the sergeant still perched against the side, head and shoulders above the water. He felt relief, the sight of the big man, the professional, reassuring. He knelt, said, “No one else! We have to go! The trenches …”

The sergeant looked up slowly, soft tired eyes, said, “You made it, Greenie. The rest … direct hit. Tell them up front. They’re expecting you. Company B.”

He waited for the sergeant to move, to crawl up out of the hole, but the man closed his eyes again, a long deep breath. He understood now, slid back down into the water, moved closer to the man, said, “You’re wounded! Let me help. …”

The sergeant’s hand came up, pushed against his chest, holding him back.

“Get out of here, Greenie. They need you up front.” The hand dropped, disappeared into the black water.

“Let’s go, sir. I’ll carry you.” He reached around the sergeant’s back, tried to grip his shirt, pull him up out of the mud. He looked up toward the edge of the shell hole.

“I can pull you up here. Come on.”

He felt his grip loosening, the shirt tearing free, and he grabbed again, tried to hold the sergeant from behind. His hand touched something soft, hot, and he released the grip, raised his hand out of the water, saw a strip of cloth, a piece of shirt, soaked with thick red blood, darkened by the muddy water.

“God! Oh God! We’ll get help!”

The sergeant slid back against the soft wall of the shell hole, said, “Get out of here, Greenie. Now! Nothing you can do for me.”

The sergeant slid down lower in the water, one long hard breath.

“What do I do, Sergeant?”

The sergeant looked at him, then closed his eyes, his head falling back against the soft dirt, a soft whisper. “You’re a soldier, Greenie. You fight.”

The guard led him through a maze of mud and water, a deep snaking ditch that led finally to an opening in the side of a low hill, and then, wooden steps, leading down into wet stinking darkness. His guide pointed the way, then followed him down. The steps made a sharp turn to one side, and he was surprised to see a large room, a cave, carved into the dirt, timbers over his head, wood planks on the floor. The room was lit by a small flicker from a candle on a low wooden table, two men sitting, officers. One said, “Who’s he, Corporal?”

His guide was still behind him, up on the steps, said, “Greenie, sir. Sergeant Cower’s squad. Only one made it through. No sign of Cower.”

“Damn!”

He could see the officer clearly, a captain, a small man, thin moustache, staring at him. The captain motioned to the guide, said, “All right, Corporal. After breakfast, find me some more, if you can. Half of them probably lost in the mud. Not like Cower to lose his way.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Sir … I was with Sergeant Cower. He was badly wounded. He ordered me … I don’t believe he survived, sir.”

“Damn! Cower knew better than to try to come forward that close to daybreak. Fritz throws his artillery at us every morning like an alarm clock. Anyone else make it, Private?”

“I don’t believe so, sir. I didn’t see anyone else. The Germans hit a cannon.”

“Just one?” The captain laughed, unexpected. “He’s losing his touch. Those Heinie gunners know every inch of that ground back there.”

The older man moved papers on the table, handed one to the captain. He could see a map spread on the table, looked beyond into dark corners, saw a narrow bed, a small stove, a black tin smokestack, leading up through the timbers above. He studied the older officer, realized he was a colonel. He was surprised, straightened himself, reflex, had never been so close to a high-ranking officer. The captain scanned the paper, said, “Yes, here he is. Appears he’s the only one left out of a couple dozen. Christ.” The captain paused, looked at him. “Welcome to our piece of heaven, Private. This is your lucky day, in more ways than one. Company B is down to twelve men. You’re number thirteen. You will report to Lieutenant Graves. Where’s your backpack, your mess?”

“I’m sorry, sir. I lost most of my equipment in the attack.”

“It wasn’t an attack, Private. Just a little fireworks show. You’ll learn the difference. Corporal, take this man to his post.”

He saluted, waited, seemed to be ignored, and after a long moment, the captain glanced up, returned the salute, said nothing, returned to his papers. His guide said, “This way, Greenie.”

The corporal moved away, up the dark wooden steps. He followed, heard a voice behind him, the colonel, “Dammit, they’re dying faster than we can get them into line.”

The lieutenant was a young man, not much older than he was, a surprise, a boyish face staring at him with a discomforting mix of anger and fear.

“One man! One damned replacement! We’re at one-tenth strength, and they send me one damned greenie. No word on when we might get more, I suppose?”

He realized it was a question, said, “I don’t know, sir.”

Graves seemed disgusted by his answer, and he felt suddenly to blame.

“No, of course you don’t know! I’m betting you don’t know much else either. Did they actually train you, Private?”

He felt his patience giving way, could feel himself sagging into the mud under his feet.

“Yes, sir. Four months—”

“Yes, fine, four months. A seasoned veteran. Let me explain something to you, Private. You are one more rifle. We needed fifty. They expect me to hold this part of the line. …” The lieutenant stopped, looked down.

He could see a difference in the officer’s face now, the fear growing, erasing the anger.

Graves pointed down the trench line. “Go on, there. Around the curve, then turn left. There’s a row of dugouts. Find one for yourself. With all that training they gave you, you should know what happens next. If not, just ask. You had breakfast?”

He shook his head, “No, sir. My backpack was lost—”

“There’s food up there. There’s always something. The one thing they won’t let us do is starve.” Graves turned away, disappeared down a dark hole in the side of the trench.

He looked where Graves had pointed, more narrow duckboards bridging black muddy water, then looked up, saw a gray sky, framed by the sandbags along the top of the trench. He stepped carefully, followed the curve in the trench, saw another deep ditch branching off to the left, turned, could see a half dozen men now, a wide flat space, sloping ground, water deep on one side. Three men were squatting low, perching like filthy birds on the dry side of the trench floor. The other three were standing up above them on
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