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For Elizabeth,

still writing at the other

end of the table







No man is an island, entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a part of the main; if a clod be washed away by the sea, Europe is the less, as well as if a promontory were, as well as if a manor of thy friends or of thine own were; any man’s death diminishes me, because I am involved in mankind; and therefore never send to know for whom the bell tolls; it tolls for thee.

—JOHN DONNE
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EUROPE’S FIRST YOUTH AIR RACE


CIRCUIT OF NATIONS OLYMPICS OF THE AIR
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22–30 August 1937

THE RACE CONTESTANTS, BY NATION:

KINGDOM OF BELGIUM:

Master Gaby Dupont, age 17, flying a Tipsy B

CZECHOSLOVAK REPUBLIC (CZECHOSLOVAKIA):

Master Jiří Jindra, age 17, flying a Beneš-Mráz Bibi

FRENCH REPUBLIC (FRANCE):

Master Antoine Robert, age 19, flying a Hanriot 436

GERMAN REICH (GERMANY):

Second Lieutenant Sebastian Rainer, age 19, flying a Bücker Bü-131 Jungmann

KINGDOM OF GREECE:

Master Philippos Gekas, age 20, flying an Avro Tutor

KINGDOM OF ITALY:

Master Vittorio Pavesi, age 18, flying a Breda Ba-25

KINGDOM OF THE NETHERLANDS:

Master Willem van Leer, age 16, flying a Koolhoven FK-46

KINGDOM OF NORWAY:

Master Erlend Pettersen, age 20, flying a Breda Ba-25

REPUBLIC OF POLAND:

Sub-Lieutenant Stefan Chudek, age 19, flying an RWD-8

KINGDOM OF SWEDEN:

Master Torsten Stromberg, age 20, flying a Raab-Katzenstein RK-26 Tigerschwalbe (Tigerswallow)

SWISS CONFEDERATION (SWITZERLAND):

Master Theodor Vogt, age 18, flying a Bücker Bü-131 Jungmann

UNITED KINGDOM OF GREAT BRITAIN AND NORTHERN IRELAND:

Miss Stella North, age 17, flying an Avro Cadet
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THE CHAPERONES:

DIANA STEPNEY-MILTON, LADY FRITH

The United Kingdom, flying a de Havilland Dragon Rapide

MAJOR FLORIAN ROSENGART

Germany, flying an Albatros L-75 Ace

CAPITANO ERNESTO RANZA

Italy, flying a Breda Ba-33

CAPITAINE MARCEL BAZILLE

France, flying a Hanriot 436
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THE RACE DESTINATIONS, STARTING FROM SALISBURY, ENGLAND (OLD SARUM AIRFIELD):

BRUSSELS, BELGIUM (MONT DES BERGERS AIRFIELD, CHARLEROI)

GENEVA, SWITZERLAND (COINTRIN AIRPORT)

VENICE, ITALY (NICELLI AERODROME, LIDO)

PRAGUE, CZECHOSLOVAKIA (RUZYNĔ AERODROME)

HAMBURG, GERMANY (HAMBURG AIRPORT)

AMSTERDAM, THE NETHERLANDS (SCHIPHOL AERODROME)

PARIS, FRANCE (LE BOURGET AIRPORT)



Promoting Peace Through Sport Among Our Young People Today







PART ONE
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WASHED AWAY BY THE SEA

Saturday, 21 August–Monday, 23 August 1937
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No Parachute

Salisbury, England

I didn’t realize those vultures were going to see me as fresh meat until it was too late.

I pulled up to park at the end of the line of visiting aircraft, brought my aeroplane to a stop, and cut the engine. I couldn’t start it again without someone swinging the propeller for me.

“It’s Stella North! I say, chaps, it’s Britain’s own ‘North Star,’ here at last!”

“The Flying English Rose!”

One of the reporters was hatless and without a jacket, his shirtsleeves rolled up, informal and swaggering. “May we call you Northie, like your flight instructor?”

The moment I took off my goggles and leather flying helmet, the man leaped up onto the lower wing of my borrowed Avro Cadet biplane and leaned into the open cockpit. He grabbed my hand.

“Welcome to Old Sarum Airfield! You’re the eighth to arrive! We know you’re committed to an exclusive interview with the Daily Comet, but would you mind answering just a few informal questions about Europe’s first-ever youth air race? How do you feel about being the only girl in the competition? Didn’t your guardian give an interview objecting to your participation?”

I pulled my hand away with a vicious tug and unclipped my parachute without saying anything.

The hatless reporter laughed. “Some kid! Are you sure you’re the right person to represent Britain in an international competition?”

I pressed my lips together tightly.

I wasn’t at all sure.

By sending my application to the flashy and formidable race organizer, Lady Frith, I’d deliberately disobeyed my adoptive parents. Aunt Marie was tearful and melodramatic: It would break your dead mother’s heart, dirtying your hands and face with engine oil, sleeping in rented rooms with a dozen strange young men all over Europe! Uncle Max played the proud exiled aristocrat: You owe no loyalty to the King of England. As soon as the Bolsheviks are out of power we will go back to Petrograd.

As if he hadn’t been saying the same thing for nearly fifteen years! Even I could see that the Soviet Union was never going to let them come back.

England was my home. It meant the world to me that I was representing Britain in this race—“uniting nations through aviation,” as Lady Frith put it. But I dreaded the press finding out that their “Flying English Rose” left Russia as a refugee at the age of three and wasn’t technically a subject of the King.

Other reporters were pelting me with questions now. I wondered how I was going to escape this crowd.

“Don’t you wish there were another girl besides yourself flying in the Circuit of Nations Olympics of the Air? How do you feel about the participation of pilots from Nazi Germany? Will the stop in Hamburg be your first visit to the German Reich?”

It would, and I was burning to prove myself a better pilot than the young German Luftwaffe air force officer I’d be racing against. But I dared not say anything so ambitious in public.

“Lady Frith’s planned your route through seven major European cities, so why isn’t she starting the race from London? D’you think you’re meeting here at Old Sarum to impress the Germans with the strength of Britain’s Royal Air Force?”

I protested through clenched teeth. “I really couldn’t say.”

Two men in gray fedora hats climbed up on the lower wing on my other side, supporting themselves by hanging on to the upper wing struts like trapeze artists. I felt the jerk as the plane took their unexpected weight. The swaggering hatless man who’d shaken my hand waved a notebook at me. “Just quickly, Northie, are you going to perform in the air show in Paris after the awards ceremony?”

A fourth journalist jumped up alongside him. “Have you met any of the other racers yet? They’re a handsome bunch, aren’t they? Aren’t you worried about unwanted advances? What about you being one of the youngest contestants? Or at seventeen do you feel you have more flight experi—”

“Get off my wings!” I bellowed at them all.

I scrambled to stand on my parachute on the seat. “Get off! Get off! The wings aren’t strong enough to hold all of you! GET OFF! You’ll break my wings and I won’t be able to race!”

I hit out at the notebook in the swaggering journalist’s hand and sent it flying. He gave a grunt of angry surprise and jumped to the ground to retrieve it.

I could feel my face getting hot. Hell’s bells, what would he write about me now? The Flying English Rose has got nasty thorns—

But I had to protect my plane, at any cost.

“GET OFF!” I yelled wildly.

They climbed down from the wings, but I was trapped in my cockpit like a finch in a cage surrounded by cats. Two dozen reporters crowded against the sides of the plane, jarring it, all shouting for my attention at once.

“Tell us, Northie, have you conquered your fear of crossing the Alps?”

“Don’t you think it’s unfair that the Belgian contestant is being allowed to fly a specially modified machine?”

“How do you feel about the Swedish racer breaking his fiancée’s nose?”

My mouth dropped open and snapped shut again. I hadn’t known that. Was it true, or were they trying to frighten me? Or both?

The hatless journalist in shirtsleeves lowered his voice, suddenly coaxing. “Would you say something inspiring for our women readers who’d like to learn to fly? It’s so unnatural for a young girl to put herself in danger. Most women haven’t the strength nor the endurance nor the knowledge of a man when it comes to flying an aeroplane. Aren’t you worried that someone will try to sabotage your machine, as happened to some of the planes in the 1929 Women’s Air Derby in America? Wing wires corroded with acid—fire in the luggage compartment?”

Now I was sure he was trying to scare me.

But I was beginning to feel ridiculous about being so tight-lipped. I tucked my stopwatch and its chain into my jacket pocket and folded my map into my flight bag, trying to appear collected and unruffled. Then I looked up and met the man’s eyes. I raised one hand to hush them, and they went expectantly quiet.

“I’ve fulfilled exactly the same requirements as all the other contestants,” I said coldly. “And you probably know that Louise Thaden and Blanche Noyes competed against men and won, almost exactly one year ago, in the American speed race. So women can fly and be good at it.”

They all bent their heads, scribbling in silence, until someone piped up earnestly: “Oh, thank you, Northie, and can you also tell us what you’ll be wearing to the Valedictory Banquet tonight?”

Now they’d managed to make me self-conscious about what I looked like, in addition to being desperately worried about my plane and trying not to let distrust of my fellow contestants go galloping away with me. Blast it, did they really want to know about my clothes? I gasped in annoyance at the silly question and pushed untidy hair out of my eyes with one hand. The ribbon that was supposed to tie back my hair had pulled loose when I’d taken off my flying helmet.

I wished I were back in the air.

Standing on my parachute in the Cadet’s open cockpit, holding on to the upper wing for balance, I was above this rabble, but the moment I climbed out of the plane and set my feet on the ground, it would be like opening the finch’s cage and letting the cats do their worst.

Why were these scavengers even allowed near the landing aircraft? There ought to be guards about, or at least policemen, someone associated with the army communication school that operated here. Where were the chaperones who were supposed to be looking out for me and the other eleven young pilots flying in that afternoon? Where was the race organizer and patron, Lady Frith, the leading lady in this pantomime?

The aggressive reporter who’d asked the menacing question about sabotage thought he had my attention now. He said smoothly, “Northie, is it true you don’t hold a British passport?”

“I have a passport!” I snapped in wild alarm. “I am English and I have a passport.”

Cameras whirred and clicked and there I was, captured on film with my guard down, my hair flying every which way like the mane of a shaggy Shetland pony, my mouth open and my eyes wide with guilt, caught. An impostor.

I had to escape them somehow. I absolutely had to get away from them.

It seemed like there was an entire ocean of worn grass separating me from the sanctuary of the Old Sarum hangars and offices. There were dozens more people over there; I could see one or two in flight gear, probably my competition. I glanced over at the plane parked next to me. It was another biplane with upper and lower wings painted exactly the same color as mine, a fresh forest green. But the F on its tail showed it was from France.

A tall man in a coverall flight suit was standing by the plane’s nose, carefully winding the propeller. His skin was dark and his hair was just beginning to be dusted with silver, though his face was still youthfully unlined. There weren’t many Black people in southern England, and I knew from photographs that this must be the French chaperone, Capitaine Marcel Bazille.

The race chaperones, who would escort the racers in their own aircraft along the same course, were experienced pilots, aviation heroes. Apart from Lady Frith, the first woman to fly solo from Portugal to the Azores, all of them were flying aces of the Great War. Capitaine Bazille was also a doctor of veterinary medicine and the mayor of his town. No doubt the reporters had been hounding this extraordinary man too, just before I pulled up. He’d had to wait until the crowd moved back before he could start the other plane’s engine, so the propeller didn’t kill anybody when it suddenly leaped to life.

I could just see another head in the pilot’s cockpit of the French plane, his face hidden beneath a leather flying helmet and goggles like mine. He was leaning out around his windscreen to watch the chaperone.

That must be the French race contestant—one of my competitors.

As I watched, Capitaine Bazille cried out, “Contact!”

The reporters around me all swiveled their heads to look, as if they were watching a cricket batsman.

“Contact!” the pilot in the plane yelled back.

Capitaine Bazille swung the propeller and jumped aside. Then, as the engine roared, no one could hear anything else. The reporters all backed away, clutching their hats and notebooks in the sudden wind of the whirling propeller.

There was an acre of grass airfield between me and Old Sarum’s military buildings. But there were only a couple of paces between my own wingtips and those of the French plane, and the startled reporters had now left me a gap to get between them.

Hanging on to my helmet and goggles, I snatched up my flight bag and swung down from my cockpit. As the French plane began to roll forward, I hurled myself across to it, leaped onto the wing, and scrambled into the empty passenger seat in front of the French pilot.
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The pilot leaned forward over his windscreen, right behind me, and shook me roughly by the shoulder.

“Get out of my plane!” he yelled in my ear, in English.

The plane was veering sideways over the grass because he’d had to take his feet off the rudder and brake pedals to be able to reach me. There were controls in the front cockpit, too, and I straightened the plane with my own feet. He sat back down and his voice seemed farther away, over the sound of the engine.

“This is a test flight! Get out!”

I gave him a thumbs-up, pretending I couldn’t hear. I pulled on my helmet and goggles and strapped myself into the safety harness. The pilot behind me idled the engine so that I couldn’t help but hear him yelling at the back of my head.

“Get out of my plane! What in tarnation do you think you’re doing? Sizing up the competition?”

He didn’t sound the least bit French. His fluent English had a twangy drawl that reminded me of Hollywood. American—that was it.

“I’m getting away from those blasted reporters!” I yelled back. “You owe me a favor! You couldn’t have got your engine started if they hadn’t left your chaperone alone to go after me. Go ahead with your flight! I won’t touch anything!”

“The heck you’ll touch anything,” he growled. “You’ll regret it if you do. And I don’t owe you a wooden nickel.”

I glanced back over my shoulder. Capitaine Bazille had his hand on one of the reporter’s arms, holding him back. The French pilot must have seen it too, because he agreed irritably, “I want to get out of here, and I’m not gonna waste time arguing. Those skunks aren’t my friends either.”

He thumbed his nose at the reporters waving their hats and notebooks at us, then increased the engine’s power. That was the end of our conversation—we couldn’t say anything to each other over the noise.

But the French pilot told me a lot about himself just by the way he handled his aircraft.

I could hardly believe how fast he taxied, bumping over the grass field as if he were making a getaway from a bank robbery. It wasn’t reckless: it was hard, controlled speed. On the ground the plane’s nose pointed at the sky, so the French pilot had to zigzag to taxi because he couldn’t see straight ahead of him; his sharp turns threw me roughly from side to side. He was going so fast I felt the wings lift the very second he turned into the wind.

Around us, disturbed skylarks soared out of the long grass at the edge of the airfield, and we soared with them into a blue and gold late-summer afternoon sky, almost straight into the air, effortless. I had the impression that the plane was flying itself—that the French pilot didn’t have to think about the takeoff any more than the skylarks did.

This was my competition. My heart sank. If all the other racers flew like this, I was going to be completely out of my depth.

As I pulled the unfamiliar harness tighter and made sure my flight bag was secure, I realized in alarm that I’d left my parachute in my own plane.

I gripped the sides of my seat so I wouldn’t be tempted to touch the flight controls. I wondered what his “test flight” would include.

We climbed only to about five hundred feet, not very high, and passed over Old Sarum’s fleet of Fighter Command Hector biplanes. For the past few years the Royal Air Force had been grimly expanding bases that could protect England if the Nazi government in Germany tried to get aggressive. Alongside these military machines, the racing aircraft stood out boldly, all different types, small and gaudy.

We left the airfield. The ancient green mound at Old Sarum, crowned by its ruined castle, dropped below us. We reached the River Avon, and then the pilot turned so steeply that it took my breath away. For a moment I was afraid we’d dive into the thousand-year-old ruins. But he leveled out smoothly and began to follow the river.

Within five minutes we were over Stonehenge.

It was obviously what he’d been aiming for. It was incredible to look down on from five hundred feet overhead. The late afternoon sunlight cast long shadows behind the old stones, their heavy arches painted in strokes of light and dark against the green summer grass, the wide ring of markers around them making the whole landscape look like a giant ancient sundial.

I wished I’d flown here by myself, on my way over from my home airfield at White Waltham. It would have been an easy detour. But I’d been so focused on the race I hadn’t thought for a moment about touring.

The French pilot swept around the great stone circle in the golden light for longer than it had taken to fly there, holding his plane in a steep turn so steady and perfect that he caught up with his own slipstream, and it buffeted the wings as we came around. The view was breathtaking.

Then suddenly he broke out of the turn and began to climb. The roar of the engine was deafening. We rose steadily higher and higher, two thousand, three thousand, four thousand feet above the ground. And then he pushed the nose down and we were diving, plunging so fast it felt like my insides were being rearranged. The wind sliced at my cheeks as we plummeted toward the stones and the earth below and—he knew I didn’t have a parachute.

With another jolt to my guts he pulled the nose up. Now his plane was thundering aloft again with the engine roaring, and I realized he was going to loop. As far as he knew I might not have even strapped myself in.

He was reckless and arrogant and oh, I hated him.

I wasn’t scared and I was damned if I’d let him think that I was, especially if he was trying to scare me. He was obviously a better flier than I was, and there wasn’t anything I could do about his showing off—I wasn’t an aerobatic pilot and it would have been suicide to try to control the plane myself. So I just gave him a fierce thumbs-up, so he’d know I realized what he was doing, and let him get on with it.

Then we were upside down, and for a split second Stonehenge was above me, and a moment later it vanished beneath the edge of the upper wing. The engine cut and we swooped dizzyingly earthward in silence. Instead of finishing the loop, he let the wing spin—now we were spinning down toward the stone circle, and then suddenly we weren’t, and he leveled the wings.

He gave a whoop. “Fantastic!”

It was beautiful. It was magnificent.

The engine roared back to life and he began to climb again, and I realized he wasn’t thinking about me at all. He didn’t care in the slightest whether I was scared by his showing off, or even impressed.

He was flying because he loved it, soaring in long, exuberant loops through a golden August sky over Stonehenge.
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A Man of Many Nations

Twenty minutes later, the reckless French pilot slipped his plane in steeply to land back at Old Sarum. Dazzled by the exuberance of his aerobatics, stomach swooping again at the plunging rate of his descent, I had to sit on my hands to prevent them from trying to grab the flight controls. It had been a long time since I’d been a passenger in someone else’s plane.

But he landed with scarcely a bump, as lightly as he’d taken off. His flight skills were simply breathtaking.

I braced myself for another battle with the reporters. But, thank heaven, they were no longer swarming around the racing planes. They’d been herded to a roped-off area by the hangars, like sheep rounded up for shearing, with a couple of uniformed men directing them like border collies. Only one man waited by my Cadet, just at its wingtip, shading his eyes against the sun as he watched us approach over the grass.

It wasn’t Capitaine Bazille. This was a white man about the same age as Bazille, with thick, short, gray hair that gleamed like silver. He frowned critically as he watched the French pilot edging his plane back into the space next to my Cadet. When we were only a few paces away from him, I could see that the frowning man’s eyes were the same intense blue as the large, clear gem he wore in the lapel of his blazer, and I realized that I knew who he was. This was the Blue Topaz, another legendary flying ace of the Great War—Major Florian Rosengart, the German chaperone.

I couldn’t tell if he was looking at me or the French pilot. But he was surely wondering what I was doing in the other racer’s plane.

I didn’t think I’d violated any of the competition rules, but I wasn’t sure. As the French pilot shut down his engine, I managed to scramble out of my seat ahead of him. I jumped from the lower wing of the French plane onto the short grass, dropped my gear at my feet, and pushed the loose hair back from my face. Then I held out my hand to the German chaperone.

“Major Rosengart, I’m Stella North.”

Good form forced him to accept the handshake of an unfamiliar young lady without showing disapproval. The frown vanished smoothly, and his thin, bony hand was warm and firm as it gripped mine.

“Miss Stella North!” He greeted me in accented English, with a smile of welcome. “But this is a French aircraft you are flying? I am confused.”

“That’s my plane behind you,” I explained quickly. “I’ve just been along with the French racer on a test flight. I joined him to get away from the reporters—there were so many of them, and I panicked.”

The French boy tossed his own gear out onto the lower wing of his plane and began climbing out himself. “And she better not have touched anything in the front cockpit,” he growled.

Major Rosengart looked past me, at him, and let go of my hand.

“You know this man?” he asked.

“Not at all!” I shook my head. “There wasn’t any other way to escape from that mob, and I just jumped into the nearest plane. It was a very silly thing to do.” Ugh, I hadn’t thought about how the press might report my joyride with the French pilot. Northie Gets Cozy with the Competition! I didn’t want to think about it. “I hope I haven’t broken any rules,” I said soberly.

“I don’t believe you have,” Major Rosengart answered. “But perhaps it was not wise.” Then he turned all his attention on the French pilot. He spoke with careful precision, as if he were thinking hard about choosing his words in English. “And so—” said Major Rosengart. “So you are Antoine Robert.”

This was the first time I was actually able to take a look at Monsieur Antoine Robert.

He was stockily built, with hair the brown-gold of old honey. His hair was a little too long to be quite respectable, and after our wild ride it now stood in a dozen different tufty directions. His old-fashioned French flight jacket came down to his hips and was belted at the waist like a tunic; the leather was so worn it looked like something had been gnawing at it. He had thick, square brows over clear, gray-green eyes.

He said gruffly, “Yes, I’m Antoine Robert, but I go by Tony Roberts. My mother is American; she calls me Tony.”

“I am pleased to meet you,” said Major Rosengart. He stood still another moment, then took a step forward with his hand out. “Yes, I am pleased.”

His bright blue eyes met Tony’s, and they held each other’s gaze the whole time they were solemnly shaking hands, as if they were sealing an unspoken challenge.

“You fly for France,” said Major Rosengart. “You are an instructor at a French flight school. Nevertheless I believe we are countrymen? You were raised in Germany?”

“Ja, mein Major,” Tony said, with a little polite bow of his head, never lowering his eyes. “But I learned to fly in America and Spain.”

“Spain!” The word came out almost as an explosion, as if he hated the place. “Yes, so I understand. You learned to fly before the war began there, and now that there is war, you have fled to France. Remarkable.” Major Rosengart nodded. “You see, Miss North, your opponent is a man of many nations.”

“I didn’t flee—” Tony began, then shut himself up with an audible click of his teeth. He looked away, breathing hard, and pulled himself together. He tossed his head back to get the hair out of his eyes and said defiantly, “Yes, well, it wasn’t fun when the Fascists started bombing Madrid last year, and there’s no sign of the siege letting up, so here I am.”

“Tony Roberts.” Major Rosengart repeated the name carefully. “Lady Frith says you introduced yourself this way when you landed here earlier this afternoon. Why did you take off again?”

Tony became the first to look away. He sounded suddenly childish as he admitted sheepishly, “I wanted to see Stonehenge.”

Major Rosengart turned back to me with another swift, pleasant smile and said in apology, “Forgive me, Miss North, I am impolite not to give my attention to you as well. But I am not pleased about this excursion. When the race is underway, there will be no unauthorized flights.”

He faced Tony once more, and accused, “You left Miss North’s aircraft here unattended amid a crowd who might have damaged it, which could well be to your advantage when the race begins tomorrow morning. I trust you intend no harm to another racer or to another racer’s aircraft.”

“I left my own aircraft unattended!” I protested.

“I didn’t ask Miss North to come along,” Tony agreed. “Probably she’s the one wondering how to damage my plane. Jehoshaphat!”

There was a terrible, embarrassing moment of silence. The German chaperone was right about leaving my plane alone with the reporters. That nasty character who’d talked about sabotage could have put a heel through one of my wings the second I left, or done something more sinister that I might not find right away.

Then Major Rosengart scolded Tony coolly, “That is indefensible incivility this early in your competition. You young people can have no reason to wish ill to one another, in a race for peace and sport.”

“None but the prize money,” said Tony with equal cool.

“Apologize to Miss North.”

Tony turned to me and uttered obediently, “I don’t wish you the least bit ill.” It felt less like an apology than like he was poking gentle fun at Major Rosengart’s careful English. “If you’ll excuse me, Miss North, I’m just going to take a look in the front cockpit and make sure you haven’t disconnected anything.”

He scrambled back up onto his plane as if he meant business.

Like Tony, now I wanted to check the Cadet inch by inch to make sure nothing was broken.

“I’d better take a look at my plane too,” I said to Major Rosengart.

“I will do that for you,” he replied, and climbed up lightly on the wing of my Cadet. He lifted out my parachute and handed it out to me, then seated himself in the pilot’s cockpit.

I bit my lip in frustration, annoyed. No doubt Major Rosengart felt he was being gallant, but I was just as capable as Tony of checking for damage myself. There wasn’t room for both of us up there, so I walked around the outside of the Cadet, running my hands over its fabric wings and body. I couldn’t see anything wrong.

But Major Rosengart was thorough. Sitting in the cockpit, he adjusted the seat so it was further back and pushed on the pedals to make the rudder move to and fro. Then he pulled the seat forward and did it again. The ailerons at the edges of the wings fluttered as he made sure they, too, were moving freely.

It wasn’t the first time a man had taken a job like this away from me. I stood politely seething in the shadow of my own wings, unable to check the controls myself as long as he was sitting there.

“Miss North, you do not need to wait here,” Major Rosengart called down to me. “Please go meet with Lady Frith in the operations building. She is anxiously awaiting you. There are still four young men yet to arrive, and the Italian contestant is now an hour overdue. It is beginning to be a matter of concern.” He gazed for a moment at the sky, as if he expected the missing racer to appear at any second. “It will put Lady Frith’s mind at ease to know you have arrived safely.”

I didn’t doubt him. Lady Frith had promised to take personal responsibility for both my safety and my conduct during the race. She’d done her best to woo Uncle Max and Aunt Marie, inviting them to have tea in her Salisbury manor house, introducing herself as Diana Stepney-Milton rather than using her title, encouraging Aunt Marie to call her Diana. If I did anything out of line it would quickly get back to my aunt and uncle, and I wanted to keep Lady Frith on my side.

“Mr. Roberts, this is an opportunity for you to demonstrate more gentlemanly behavior,” Major Rosengart added. Then he went back to his work in the cockpit of my Cadet.

The insolent French boy with the American-sounding name and accent climbed down from his own plane. He glanced at Major Rosengart balefully for a moment, then rolled his eyes and beckoned me with a jerk of his head.

“C’mon,” he said gruffly. “I promised Voici Paris an interview, and I bet you’ve got something scheduled with the Comet, before we all head over to Lady Frith’s fancy dinner. Safety in numbers, right? Let’s face the music together.”

Tony turned abruptly toward the aerodrome’s administration buildings, his flight gear slung over his shoulder.

I took a deep breath, picked up my gear, and headed after him.

“Did you find anything suspicious in your front cockpit?” I asked resentfully.

“Nope.”

“I didn’t think you would.”

“I’m not taking any chances,” he said.

“I wouldn’t either, if I burned fuel like you do,” I told him.

He shrugged. “I’d say Stonehenge was worth it.” Suddenly he asked casually, “Is it true what the Comet said about you and birds? ‘Our English Rose is batty for anything with wings
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Flight Lieutenant James G. Beaufort-Stuart:

The night of 6–7 November 1940—how many of us dead in that raid?

I don’t know.

I know nine men in 648 Squadron’s A-Flight were killed that night just because of weather. Two planes collided in fog just before landing, and one came down heavy with ice. But I don’t know how many in A-Flight fell to enemy fire.

How many in B-Flight, then? My own lads… I ought to know that, at least.

But I don’t. Not offhand. I’d have to sit and count. I probably made a note in my logbook. That night wasn’t the first time we took a heavy loss, and it wasn’t the last time. Buckets of blood. It wasn’t as many as last time. Anyway it’s hard to remember all the losses, which for Bristol Blenheim bomber crews was just about every mission, and I get some of the dead men muddled when I try to count. The Royal Air Force isn’t going to win the war flying Bristol Blenheims.

I’d argued with Wing Commander Talbot Cromwell before we took off on that mission. That wasn’t the first time, either. I knew he didn’t like me, and I risked an official reprimand, or worse, a demotion, every time I challenged him. We didn’t see eye to eye on anything.

“We’ll never find German warships if we’re flying at twenty thousand feet!” I told my commanding officer. I didn’t even try to hide my anger. “There’s no hope in hell of a Blenheim hitting anything from that height anyway. The bomb doors don’t always open when you want them to, and up there you can’t tell whether a speck out the window is an enemy destroyer or a bit of runway mud stuck on the Perspex!”

“Are you quite finished, Flight Lieutenant Beaufort-Stuart?” said Cromwell, lowering his eyebrows like barrier gates. “You’ll fly at twenty thousand feet, and so will all your men. Orders are orders. That’s where Coastal Command wants you to fly. I take my instructions from headquarters and you take yours from me.”

Cromwell and I had been at each other since the day we first came together about two weeks earlier.

He got transferred to us in October when we moved to Shetland as the Battle of Britain came to an end. Our squadron patrolled the North Sea for the Royal Air Force, the RAF, just as we’d done at other bases all through the summer of 1940. But Cromwell’s role with 648 Squadron was new. Before he got lumbered with us, he’d commanded a squadron of speedy new Spitfire fighters. In August and September, while we were flying Blenheims under cover of cloud on low-level bombing raids targeting German ships, he’d been sending fighter pilots into soaring dogfights in the sun.

None of our experiences matched up. He couldn’t manage twin engines and didn’t join us when we flew. And he didn’t like it that at nineteen years old I was half his age, shorter and slighter than most of the other lads and barely needing a shave, yet I talked back. He didn’t like that all of B-Flight were on my side because they were Blenheim airmen too; maybe I looked like a schoolboy, but they knew I wasn’t. I’d been their flight leader since August.

And sending us on a bombing raid with only a half-moon to light us, above cloud at twenty thousand feet? I was reckless with frustration.

“It’s stupid, stupid—everyone knows it. The men are complaining. You know it’s stupid. Above the cloud? We won’t be able to see the sea, let alone ships in the dark! And the air’s too thin up there for a Blenheim to operate efficiently. It’s not like flying a Spitfire! We cruise best at fifteen thousand feet, and when we’re in combat we take it as low as we can, it helps camouflage us. And the Jerries—the German fighters all know they can go higher and faster, and they circle like vultures, waiting—”

“None of my Spitfire pilots complained about danger,” Cromwell said coldly. “I expect more of a young man of your caliber, Beaufort-Stuart. This sounds like lack of moral fiber.”

Lack of moral fiber—that wonderful euphemism for cowardice.

I couldn’t let him accuse me, or worse, my 648 Squadron airmen, of being cowards.

I said stiffly, “Sir. I’m leading B-Flight on a mission tonight. I want the best for them.”

“When you go in at low level, you get shot up by enemy antiaircraft guns,” Cromwell told me, as if I didn’t know. “We need to change our tactics.”

It was true that most of our losses came from guns on the ground or at sea level. I couldn’t argue with that. But I felt sure that a raid at twenty thousand feet would end in the same tears for different reasons, or at best, be completely pointless because we wouldn’t hit anything. It wasn’t the first time Coastal Command had tried it.

However, with no winning counterargument, off we went, hoping a few of us would make it back safely in five hours or so. Following orders.

The Blenheims were like a herd of shadowy brontosauri waiting on the airfield in the dark beneath the high cloud.

“Come on, Scotty, buck up,” said David Silvermont, my navigator, as we lowered ourselves in our bulky flight suits through the forward hatch of that night’s plane. Being the only Scot in the squadron meant that I mostly hadn’t been called Jamie for the past year or so, except on leave. “We can’t have you in a funk—it brings everybody down. The lads take your moods very seriously.”

“Wing Commander Cromwell bloody well doesn’t,” I retorted. “I wish he’d have a go at you sometime instead of me.”

“No chance, as you’re the officer in charge. Anyway I am much bigger and older than you, and better looking too and probably smarter, so he doesn’t dare.”

“And you have a bigger head than me!” I laughed.

Most of those things were true, as David Silvermont was two years my senior and had been halfway through a medical degree when the war started. But he was also my best friend. He was easy to like and smooth with girls, with the brooding dark looks of a film star, and was good at breaking up fights and at making me laugh. Silver read poetry before he went to bed; he played Mozart on the cracked fiddle he’d found in the officers’ lounge when we were off duty; but those highbrow occupations didn’t stop him plotting a course by dead reckoning, or spotting enemy convoys, or having a sense of humor.

He was a wizard navigator.

“What’s up?” called our air gunner and wireless operator, Colin Oldham, from his place in the back of the Blenheim.

“Just the usual scrapping with Cromwell,” I grumbled. “Accused me of ‘lack of moral fiber.’”

“Rubbish! He’s not flying tonight, is he!” Colin exclaimed.

“I expect he doesn’t like your poncey double-barreled surname,” Silver teased me. “It reminds the old Roundhead that your dad’s the Earl of Craigie, and then he wants to start the Civil War over again. Can’t have teenage toffs telling him what to do.”

Colin howled. “‘The Old Roundhead!’ Suits him!”

“I don’t tell him what to do,” I protested, checking the instruments and controls while Silver and Colin belted their harnesses in place. “I make polite suggestions about what not to do. And being the youngest of five sons doesn’t mean a thing. They ran out of titles before they got to me.”

“It’s your classical education he doesn’t like,” put in Colin.

“I’ll make a list, shall I? Perhaps if I were taller or bigger or grew a mustache—”

“He doesn’t like me much, either,” Silver said with sympathy.

“You both make him feel inferior,” said Colin. “All that heady talk in the officers’ lounge comparing hydraulics to blood pressure. He can’t keep up.”

“Hydraulics and blood pressure are endlessly fascinating,” said Silver. He spread his chart on his knees, holding his electric torch ready in his gauntleted hand. He declared with satisfaction, “From tonight I shall always think of him as the Old Roundhead.”

My B-Flight aircrews knew what we were doing that night—three planes in my own Pimms Section and three in Madeira Section, with three men in each plane. In a few minutes I’d be in the sky in the dark in charge of eighteen men, counting myself, and in a few hours half of them would be dead.

I didn’t know then what the full toll of that night would be, and I tried to lighten the tone as we set out. I called over the radio to Pimms and Madeira as we took off. “Setting course for target and climbing to twenty thousand feet, as per orders from the Old Roundhead.”

Over the intercom I heard Colin behind me laughing again.

“The Old Roundhead might be keeping a listening watch,” Silver warned me.

“I don’t mind. I’ll get another damned reprimand. He already knows what I think of him.”

We flew obediently high, heading for a flotilla of German warships that was supposed to be cruising fifty miles off the Norwegian coast. After about an hour and a half, maybe we were over the ships we were supposed to hit and maybe we weren’t. The sky was clear and blue-black, but the half-moon lit the thin cloud below us like a sheet of milky Chinese silk. I could see the other B-Flight planes standing out in black silhouette like decals against that cloud.

So, too, could the German Messerschmitt 110 night fighters on patrol.

We didn’t have lights and neither did they, and we didn’t see them coming. They can fly a hundred miles an hour faster than we can. But Silver and I both saw the streaks of green flame as the tracers flew from the first rounds of their thundering guns. And we saw the explosion of golden fire as the bullets struck an engine on another Blenheim in our formation.

Silver opened the observer’s panel in the window next to his head and twisted around to stick his nose out so he could see behind us. “There’s one on our tail!” he cried. “Dive, dive—”

“Down, everybody get down!” I called to my lads over the radio. “Use the cloud! Get into it or below it where they can’t see you! Drop your bombs if you have to, lose the weight—”

I pushed my own plane into a nosedive. Our only hope against an Me-110 was to get away from it. Hide in cloud, camouflage yourself against the earth’s surface. For a moment, behind me, I could hear Colin’s gun rattling back at our attackers.

In a Blenheim, the air gunner has to sit with his head up out of the plane in a bubble of Perspex like a goldfish bowl on a windowsill. The gunner’s turret is often the first thing that goes when the Jerries are after you. And that’s exactly what happened that night, with a deafening bang that I felt more than heard. God. The wind in the cockpit, after our turret exploded, howling around us as we sped toward the black sea below. The mess of blood and bone that had been Colin, all over the inside of the plane and the back of Silver’s leather helmet.

That missed me, anyway—I was protected from Colin by the bulkhead between the pilot’s seat and the radio equipment.

The sky went small and gray. I was diving too fast—in another few seconds the increased gravity would knock us out.

I must have leveled up somehow.

I skimmed so low over the sea, when I reached it, that the poor Blenheim’s tail wheel snagged in a swell and snapped off.

In front of us, seawater erupted like a geyser as someone overhead got rid of their explosives, and I was too close to the surface to turn away from the pluming waterspout. I had to fly through it. We lost windowpanes in the front cockpit and Silver’s charts were soaked, but we were still flying on the other side.

We were being bombed by our own planes.

We saw two Blenheims go plummeting in flames into the water around us while we struggled away from the waves.

It was the morning of 7 November 1940, and I was so stunned and spent after I landed back at our base in Shetland that I couldn’t think. I shut down the engines, and Silver and I sat in silence. We didn’t even try to get out.

Then a couple of mechanics climbed on the wing to open the hatches, and Silver looked up. He put a hand on my shoulder and said softly, “Nice flying, Scotty, as per usual. Thanks for getting us home.”

He’d taken off his gloves to rescue the charts and to use the pencils and flight calculator on the way back. His hands must have been freezing. But he made the same cheesy joke every time we landed safely—he’d be able to play the violin again. He pulled the little box of rosin from his knee pocket, the lucky charm that went with him on every op, and held it between thumb and forefinger with both hands in front of his face.

“Look, everything still in one piece.”

He couldn’t not say it. He couldn’t not take the rosin with him. I had a charm too, in the breast pocket of my uniform beneath my flight suit, a perfectly round quartz pebble from the Iron Age hill fort on my father’s grouse moor.

“You’re welcome,” I croaked.

Our clothes were soaked with seawater and Colin Oldham’s blood. It was all over the cockpit, and we had to climb through it to get out the hatch.

Half an hour later I sat down in front of Flight Officer Phyllis Pennyworth, our brisk, chirpy robin of a Women’s Auxiliary Air Force interrogator who was in charge of grilling us after a mission—and I got so choked up I couldn’t talk. I sat for a while with my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands, and she just let me do that, didn’t say anything, knew what was coming—or guessed, anyway.

When I looked up, the pretty pink had faded a bit from her rosy cheeks. She loved us all very much. But in the debriefing room Pennyworth took care to be all business, and this time I was too broken and beat to do my job politely.

“Too many German planes to count,” I told her. “Bloody Jerries in their bloody Messerschmitt 110s. Those Luftwaffe night fighters. Like a swarm of hornets—they know where we’re coming from and what we’re after, and they’re a million miles an hour faster than us—”

“Not a million, Scotty,” Phyllis corrected gently. Using my nickname instead of my rank title the way most of my lads did, so that I knew she cared, but reminding me to be precise so she could make an accurate report. She was a stickler for rules herself, and she was scared of the Old Roundhead.

“Might as well be a million.” It came out as a sort of sob. “These old Blenheims we fly, these airborne buckets of bolts we’re in, these crates don’t have a chance against a Messerschmitt 110 night fighter!”

And I gave a real sob then, because of Colin.

I didn’t tell Phyllis Pennyworth about the mess. She’d seen our busted-up plane—half the glass in the front cockpit punched out, a furrow plowed in the airfield behind us by our tail because we’d lost the tail wheel, the gaping hole where the gunner’s turret used to be. She wasn’t stupid; she knew what had happened to Colin. She waited while I tried to pull myself together, and when I still didn’t say anything, she sighed and put down her pen and lit a cigarette for me.

I took it and my hands didn’t shake. I hadn’t lost my nerve—I was angry. Not just at the Germans, our enemy. I was angry at my commanding officer, at Wing Commander Talbot Cromwell, for being so blind to what we were up against, and at Coastal Command itself, whoever they were, making impossible rules in some comfortable headquarters in England while we bled our lives out in unforgiving sky and sea.

I tried to smoke. Phyllis passed me her ashtray. I was nearly angry at her, too, behaving herself and reporting to them. But she was good at her job, unlike Cromwell; she’d been with us since June and she knew us well.

“When we fly that high the mission is absolutely pointless, but when we come in at a low level to bomb the German ships, we get shot up by their antiaircraft guns,” I said bitterly. “I just want an advantage, you know? I want to know where their submarines are, or if there are night fighters about, before they’re on top of us. Some wee thing. One thing that we can do better than the Germans. One surprising smack in their faces.”

“We stopped the invasion,” Phyllis said. “You helped too, two months ago when we were fighting the Battle of Britain. We made them back off. That was a smack in their faces.”

“Now they’re bombing our cities to blazes—that’s not backing off!”

“We all want revenge,” Phyllis said softly.

That surprised me a little. I didn’t think of earnest, diligent Flight Officer Pennyworth as someone who had unwholesome emotions that might involve a thirst for blood. I glanced up at her, thinking she might be offering mechanical sympathy to another shot-down airman—or I suppose I should say shot up, not shot down, as I’d managed to bring the crate back and land it in one piece.

Her eyes were red and her mouth was set in a stubborn, steely pout. I guess Flight Officer Pennyworth got the job partly because she didn’t cry easily. Maybe she did want revenge.

“We’ll win,” Phyllis said firmly. “We’ll keep fighting, and someday we’ll win fair and square.”

I’d let my cigarette go out. I dumped it in the ashtray. What had Cromwell told me?

We need to change our tactics.

“I don’t want to win fair and square anymore,” I said through my teeth. “I want to cheat.”
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