

[image: ]




Books by Eddie V. Rickenbacker

FIGHTING THE FLYING CIRCUS
SEVEN CAME THROUGH





[image: ]




CONTENTS

          Foreword

          Glossary

I            Introducing “Archie

II          The Aerodrome

III         Our First Sorties

IV         Downing My First Hun

V          Jimmy Meissner Strips His Wings

VI         Jimmy HalVs Last Fight

VII        New Responsibilities

VIII       A Victory and a Narrow Escape

IX         Down in Flames

X          Lufbery Is Killed

XI         Squadron Festivities

XII        Jimmy Meissner Again

XIII       Americas First Ace

XIV       Rumpler Number 16

XV        Campbell's Last Flight

XVI       Becoming an Ace

XVII      A Perplexing Bank of Fog

XVIII     Strafing the Drachen

XIX      The Chateau-Thierry Salient

XX       The Death of Quentin Roosevelt

XXI      The Flying Circus Scores Heavily

XXII     Our Spads Arrive

XXIII    Back Close to Verdun

XXIV    The Saint-Mihiel Drive

XXV     American Ace of Aces

XXVI    Captain of the Hat-in-the-Ring Squadron

XXVII   An Eventful “D” Day

XXVIII  Frank Luke Strafes His Last Balloon

XXIX    A Night Mission

XXX     A Day's Work—Six Victories

XXXI   “Seeing the War9

XXXII   A Regular Dogfight

XXXIII  An Airplane Movie Show

XXXIV  An Overzealous Ally

XXXV   The End Draws Near

XXXVI  Last Victory of the Great War

XXXVI  Official Victories of the Q4th Aero Squadron





FOREWORD

On November 6, 1930, twelve years after the close of hostilities, President Herbert Hoover presented the Congressional Medal of Honor to Captain Edward V. Rickenbacker at Boiling Field, Washington, D.C. The citation read:

For conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity above and beyond the call of duty in action against the enemy near Billy, France, September 25, 1918. While on a voluntary patrol over the lines, the then Lieutenant Rickenbacker attacked seven enemy planes (five type Fokker protecting two type Halberstadt). Disregarding the odds against him, he dived on them and shot down one of the Fokkers, out of control. He then attacked one of the Halberstadts and sent it down also.

Thus, was America's greatest fighting ace finally rewarded for his extraordinary contribution to the Allied victory in World War I, with his country's highest military honor. He had previously been awarded the Distinguished Service Cross with nine Oak Leaves, the French Legion of Honor, and the Croix de Guerre with four Palms. Captain Rickenbacker is credited with twenty-six confirmed victories, all scored during his seven months of front-line service-but it should be added that for more than two months of this period he was hospitalized following a mastoid operation.

As has been pointed out by one British historian, Rickenbacker's score is a record for the limited time he spent in action; a record that has never been equaled by any Allied or enemy pilot in either World War I or II. Although many are credited with a greater number of victories, their scores were compiled over many long months of combat. Ironically, Rick never suffered a scratch in any of his sky battles.

A man's personal greatness and his degree of fighting skill are, of course, relative. Much depends on the weapons he uses and his theater of operations. During World War II and the Korean action a pilot might have attained greatness aboard a supersonic fighter armed with rockets that were capable of destroying an enemy a mile away. Between 1942-45 American aces ran up great scores while flying 350-mph fighters armed with banks of .50-caliber machine guns, but Rickenbacker fought in an arena that provided only 100-hp aircraft armed with two rifle-caliber weapons, and the pilot had no automatic sighting devices. He had to call on his native ability to seek out and destroy his target. Such refinements as radar, oxygen equipment, and rocket armament were beyond the imagination.

To his great credit, Rickenbacker has never played the role of a professional hero, and as a result most historians have had difficulty in presenting his war career for popular consumption. He never attempted to pose as the swashbuckling intrepid birdman featured in the postwar fiction media.

Few World War I air aces were able to continue their careers in postwar aviation; all too many came home after the Armistice to wind up on the discard heap, or to die in senseless deaths in Roman holiday spectacles. Too many lacked the courage, personal discipline, or imagination to face the difficult peacetime world. Rickenbacker, on the other hand, proved himself completely, and was for years a commanding figure in American commercial aviation, and until recently the chief executive of the famed Eastern Air Lines.

Captain Rickenbacker displayed none of the horseplay or ebullience associated with the wartime airmen of his day. He was the antithesis of Frank Luke, the Arizona Balloon Buster; nor had Captain Eddie the lighthearted savoir-faire of his fellow fliers, Douglas Campbell, Jimmy Meissner, Alan Winslow, or the much-publicized Elliott White Springs.

Daring, but not foolhardy, Captain Rickenbacker fought with the same cool intelligence with which he administered his unit, the 94th “Hat-in-the-Ring” Pursuit Squadron that ended the war with the greatest number of victories scored by any American squadron—69. It was the first American unit to go over the enemy lines, the first to destroy an enemy machine, and the squadron credited with bringing down the last German airplane to fall in the campaign.

The 94th Pursuit Squadron produced the first American ace, Captain Douglas Campbell, and our greatest ace, Captain Eddie Rickenbacker of Columbus, Ohio. This squadron totaled more hours of flying over the enemy lines than any other in the United States Air Service. And finally, the 94th was awarded the distinction it richly deserved when it was selected as the only fighting squadron in the American forces to move into Germany with the Army of Occupation. This proud squadron owes its historic rating to the leadership of Captain Rickenbacker, and will always be acknowledged as the greatest fighter squadron the United States sent to the war.

Rickenbacker was born in Columbus, Ohio, on October 8, 1890, and grew up with much of the reserve of a Midwestern boyhood and family background. When Eddie was twelve his father died, and the day after the funeral the young boy's schooling ceased. In order to contribute to his family's support, Eddie pleaded for and obtained a job with the Federal Glass Company by insisting that he was fourteen and had working papers. He worked twelve hours a night, six nights a week, and turned over to his mother all of his weekly pay— $3.50. A nearby foundry offered him $6.00 a week, and later a local shoe factory hired him at $7.50. Eventually, he drifted to a garage where he received his introduction to the internal-combustion engine. That job was to have a great influence on his entire life.

To augment his limited education, Eddie took an engineering course with the International Correspondence School, and by 1908 was proficient enough to be employed to road-test automobiles for the then famous Frayer-Miller company. In those days, even more so than now, motor cars sold on their reputation for speed. Practically every company concentrated on the existing speed marks in such racing classics as the Indianapolis 500-mile race, and the famed Sheepshead Bay Trophy race. Rickenbacker drove in three of the Indianapolis contests, and once pushed a Blitzen Benz to a record 134 mph. A prudent, but most skillful driver, he became highly respected as a competent racer and was soon making about $40,000 a year.

In 1916 Rickenbacker went to Great Britain, hoping to consummate a previous business suggestion with the Sunbeam Motor Company. Just before the outbreak of war in 1914, there had been some general talk of his supervising the designing and building of a Sunbeam racing fleet, and organizing a driver team to compete in several first-class races in the United States, but he was not able to get to England to go into further details before 1916. By that time the Sunbeam company had, of course, converted to the wartime production of aviation engines and could not consider racing competition abroad. Rick's trip was not a total loss, however, for during his stay in England he naturally caught the spirit of the war, and saw some of the activity and training operations of the Royal Flying Corps at Brooklands, Britain's noted auto track.

As a result, when the United States entered the conflict the next year—April 1917—Rickenbacker proposed that a special flying squadron, composed of American racing drivers, be organized at once. The initial plan was turned down by the authorities in Washington, but Army officials suggested that Rickenbacker, by then one of the country's foremost racing drivers, abandon his career, enlist, and join General John J. Pershing's staff of drivers. Eddie considered the proposal carefully, and finally decided to accept and use the appointment as a means of getting overseas quickly and transferring to the Aviation Service in France, instead of wasting time in the general channels of procedure.

Once in Europe, however, Eddie found himself shackled by his skill as a driver, and General Pershing's determination to retain this well-trained and most soldierly man. Time and time again Rick put in for a transfer but was always put off with some emergency or contrived military technicality. On one occasion General Per-shing argued: “Look here, Eddie. You know you are getting on. War flying is for youngsters just out of school. It's not for mature men.” Eddie was twenty-seven at the time.

How he eventually transferred to the American Aviation Service makes an interesting story. One day Colonel Billy Mitchell, then senior officer of the budding air force in France, had a motor breakdown while on a tour of the front with a Major Armengaud of the French General Staff. Another car, carrying Major T. F. Dodd who had been assigned to Pershing's staff as an aviation official, followed, and pulled up behind. Major Dodd's driver hopped out, lifted the Mercedes' hood and soon located the trouble. Colonel Mitchell was impressed with the man's skill and asked who he was.

“That's Eddie Rickenbacker, one of the Indianapolis drivers. He's been with Pershing's staff for several weeks.”

“Seems like a good man,” Colonel Mitchell observed.

Rick naturally made the most of the roadside association, and expressed his desire to get into the Air Service, and in a short time Mitchell had persuaded Pershing to relinquish his driver for aviation pilot training. The decision proved to be most satisfactory for all concerned; in eighteen months Rickenbacker became America's Ace of Aces.

The ex-racing driver was soon sent to Issoudun, the first United States training center set up in France. By January 1918, Rick was commissioned, and after five and one half hours of dual-control instruction he made his first solo flight. He was an apt pupil because of his auto-track experience. An amazing judge of speed and distance, he had the racing driver's inherent trick of timing. However, since he was an outstanding mechanic, it was decided that he would also make a good chief engineering officer at the Issoudun center.

Although this ground job occupied much of his time, Eddie was able to log flight time in several types of aircraft. He was keenly interested in airplanes and their handling, but hated violent acrobatics in the air, and like many other pilots had to force himself to spin and roll the primary trainers of that day, and carry out the required school maneuvers to the satisfaction of his instructors.

During all this he repeatedly applied for advanced combat training, and finally was sent to the air-gunnery school at Cazeau where for the first time his persistence paid off and he was allowed to fly a plane equipped with machine guns and live ammunition. He put in several weeks there doggedly diving on ground targets, and firing at “socks” dragged by French airplanes.

One day, after a wearying gunnery drill, he landed and stared up at the cordite-pitted muzzle cups of his guns and reflected, I can see that aerial warfare is nothing more than scientific murder.” From that day on Rickenbacker strove to fly scientifically and get the most out of every bank, turn, and dive.

Early in March 1918, the tall, slim young man from Columbus, Ohio, was posted to the nucleus of the 94th Pursuit Squadron then based at Villeneuve. The squadron was being formed around Major Raoul Lufbery who had been transferred from the original Lafayette Escadrille with the idea of helping to organize the outfit. Actually, the squadron was under the direct command of Major John Huffer, another ex-Lafayette Flying Corps pilot. Other airmen included James Norman Hall, Hamilton Coolidge, Jimmy Meissner, Reed Chambers, Douglas Campbell, and Harvey Weir Cook. When Rickenbacker joined the 94th the squadron had lots of pilot talent, but no airplanes. In fact, another month passed before a few secondhand French Nieuport scouts could be obtained, but once sufficient aircraft were made available, the 94th felt justified in moving up into the Toul sector to begin its Great Adventure.

As stated before, the Hat-in-the-Ring squadron covered itself in glory and won the sincere gratitude of the American people, chiefly because of Captain Rickenbacker's extraordinary inspiration, his continued example, and ability as a leader that in turn brought sterling success to many combat pilots who came under his guidance. Eddie was the ideal commander and is best remembered for the high example he always set.

Interestingly enough, he conspired to see the air war to its ultimate conclusion. On the morning of November 11, 1918, after word had been flashed along the front that hostilities were to cease at 11:00 A.M. that day, most servicemen laid low and refrained from taking any further risks. Not so, Eddie Rickenbacker. In a recent interview he explained, “I decided I wanted to see the real ending, and in spite of the fact that all combat units had been ordered to stay on the ground for twenty-four hours prior to 11:00 A.M. on November 11, I managed to wiggle my way up to the front alone, all this unbeknownst to any other members of my squadron. I say 'wiggled' because there was a lot of fog between our aerodrome and no-man's land.

“Reaching the village of Pont-à-Mousson on the Moselle River, I flew at about 100 feet along the front, over no-man's land, passing to the left of Metz, and then over the village of Fontoy. I crossed the line about two minutes before the hour of eleven, and the troops on both sides—Germans and Americans—could be seen very clearly. There were some shots fired at me, but at the appointed hour all shooting ceased, and then slowly and cautiously, soldiers came out of the German and American trenches, throwing their rifles and helmets high into the air. They met in no-man's land and began fraternizing just as a group of school kids would after a football game—happy in the realization that they would not be killed in this terrible conflict. It was fantastic to them, and to me, to know that the war was over.

“I wiggled my way back again, landed, and when I was asked where I had been I simply stated that I had taken my plane up to test the engine. All in all, I had been gone less than an hour.”

Today, Eddie Rickenbacker is presumed to be on the retired list, but this gallant gentleman continues to be as busy and active as ever. He still has deep concern and high hopes for his country and campaigns manfully against any threat of foreign ideology— and Communism in particular. He studies world history avidly, and only recently made a 30,000-mile tour of Africa to get firsthand knowledge of the many political changes taking place there. On his way home he visited Germany and went to West Berlin where he was shown the rebuilt city, and the horror of the Berlin Wall. He also learned from the United States Commanding Officer, Colonel Paul Kenney, who has his headquarters at Tempelhof Airport, that there were two German airmen in Berlin who had been members of the famous Richthofen Circus which the 94th Squadron had opposed frequently during the closing weeks of the war. These two veterans, Herr Willi Gabriel and Herr Alfred Niemz, expressed a wish to meet America's Ace of Aces, and Rickenbacker willingly agreed. A luncheon was arranged at the Officers Club at Tempelhof and formal introductions were made, after which all three air fighters reminisced while news photographers recorded the event.

During this luncheon, Rickenbacker made inquiries concerning the resting places of Manfred von Richthofen, Ernst Udet, and Hauptmann Oswald Boelcke. The German airmen explained that they were all buried in the Hero Veteran Graveyard which was in East Berlin. Determined to find their monuments if possible, Rickenbacker requested Soviet permission to visit the burial ground. After long hours of searching and probing, Rick eventually found the graves of all three German heroes. He wanted to be photographed examining Von Richthofen's monument, but East Berlin's rulings were adamant.

This is the type of man whose air-fighting history is offered here. What follows is the full story of America's “Ace of Aces” written by the hero who is still the heart and spirit of American military aviation. Between the lines the reader will perceive and be impressed with his continued striving for perfection and leadership. He willingly accepted great service responsibility, rather than the freedom of the free-lance flier, which might have doubled his score. The esteem and respect of his fellow airmen was far more important.

ARCH WHETEHOUSE





GLOSSARY OF EXPRESSIONS USED IN EARLY AVIATION

ACE. A fighting pilot who has brought down five enemy machines.

ARCHIE. Antiaircraft shells.

AERODROME. Field where airplanes land and live.

BANK. TO tilt an airplane sideways in rounding a corner.

BARREL. Rolling the airplane over and over in air, like a barrel.

BIPLACE. Two places or seats, a two-seater airplane. A monoplace has but one seat. A triplace has three.

BIPLANE. Airplane with two sets of wings, an upper and a lower. A monoplane has but one set of wings. A triplane has three.

CEILING. Topmost level an airplane can reach.

CHANDELLE. TO make an upward corkscrew climb.

CONTACT. TO put on the spark.

COUPEZ. Cut off the spark.

DUD. Dead, or bad.

JAGSTAFFEL. German term for fighting squadron.

JOYSTICK. The airplane's steering and control lever.

OFFICE. The cockpit of an airplane, where the pilot sits.

PANNE. A forced landing caused by engine failure.

PIQUE. TO dive vertically downward, with engine either open or shut.

RENVERSEMENT. A sudden reversal of direction of flight. This is not to be confused with “bank,” as the latter is a slow movement. A renversement is usually executed by suddenly zooming up, then throwing the airplane over onto one wing and kicking the tail around to the rear.

SAUCE. Petrol or gasoline.

VIRAGE. A bank or circle in the air.

VOLUNTARY PATROL. A voluntary flight by a pilot over the lines.

VRILLE. A tail spin. The airplane falls earthward, with tail above always swinging around the nose of the machine, which acts as a pivot. The motion is similar to the rotation of a match in a whirlpool.

WIND UP. Scared, having the wind go up one's spine, causing the hair to stand on end with fear.

ZOOM. TO pitch the airplane suddenly upward at great speed. Usually accomplished after a dive has given the airplane additional momentum.
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CHAPTER I
Introducing “Archie”

My most memorable morning came on the sixth day of March, 1918. I had joined the 94th Aero Squadron, the Hat-in-the-Ring organization at Villeneuve, two days before. We were located some twenty miles behind the lines and were comfortably set up on an old layout that had been used previously by several French squadrons.

After days of schooling and nights of anticipation, I woke up on this day to find the first of my dreams come true. Major Raoul Lufbery, at the time our most famous American flier, and senior officer of our group, announced that he would lead a flight that would take off after breakfast for a look over the German lines. In fact, this patrol was to intrude over enemy territory in the Champagne sector.

“Who is to go?” was the question in every pilot's mind. We all had vague ideas of the possible surprises in store for us, but everyone was keen to be selected.

Major Lufbery looked us over in silence. He was a very quiet man, but very droll on occasions. He had seen almost two years of service with the Lafayette Escadrille and had shot down seventeen enemy airplanes before any squadron of the American Air Service had reached the front.

“Rick,” said the major casually, “you and Campbell be ready to leave at 8:15. Right?”

I tried to act nonchalant when I replied, “Yes, sir.”

Captain Douglas Campbell put on a much better face with his acceptance, and the other boys crowded around and tendered us much well-meaning advice, but that which I remember most clearly was: “Look out for Archie!”

“Archie” was the name British pilots had given to enemy antiaircraft fire. Early in the war, a London music hall ditty closed with the phrase: “Archibald! Certainly not!” This was used facetiously by these pilots whenever an enemy shot came too close for comfort, but as was to be expected, eventually was clipped to a jovial rebuff … “Archie!” American pilots took up the term along with many others of the period.

We were flying the French-built Nieuport single-seater scout, powered with a 110-hp Le Rhone rotary engine, which was designed to provide a top speed of about 107 mph. We had good mechanics and our machines were kept in top condition. Nevertheless, I wanted to make doubly sure that everything was first-rate and available, for Major Lufbery had a reputation for punctuality.

At 8:00 A.M. I bearded my mechanic in the hangar: “Henry,” I demanded, “how is my Number 1?”

“Best machine on the floor, sir,” the mechanic replied. “There's not a scratch on her.”

“There will be when you see her again,” I predicted. “Run her out on the line and warm her up, eh?”

I peered out of the hangar watching for the major. Campbell was in his flying gear, ready and anxious; but I didn't want to appear overeager. I lit a cigarette, puffed contentedly but kept a close watch on the major's door. A few of the boys sauntered up and made some standard jokes about what they should do with my personal effects, just in case I didn't come back.

A little later Lufbery turned up and we were ready for him. It took me only a few minutes to step into my fur lined flying suit, slip on my helmet and adjust the goggles. With that both Campbell and I climbed into our Nieuports. The major gave a few instructions to Doug and then came over to me. I listened politely and was particularly impressed by his insistence that I stick close to him and keep in formation. He did not have to repeat that order.

Lufbery ran up his engine for a moment and then took off. Campbell followed and then I opened my throttle. I remember casting one last, longing glance at the familiar flying field just as my tail came up and the wheels began to skim the sparse turf. I pulled her up into the wind and headed after Campbell.

The majestic ruins of Rheims was soon racing under my right wing, but I was quickly to realize that my machine was not as fast as either Lufbery's or Campbell's. I soon began to trail behind our formation and by the time the enemy lines came into view it seemed that Lufbery was at least a mile ahead of me. He was my only salvation, but just as I felt that he had forgotten all about me he suddenly made a tight, banked turn and took up a position a few hundred feet ahead of me. It was as though he had said: “Don't worry, boy, I have an eye on you.”

This occurred again and again, and it was with some difficulty that I tried to perform the same maneuvers that my leader executed with such ease.

We had been flying along at about fifteen thousand feet for some thirty minutes, somewhere between Rheims and the Argonne Forest. The trenches in this sector were quite old and had been dug some three years before. To my inexperienced eyes there appeared to be nothing below but these old battered ditches, earthworks, and billions of shell holes defacing the surface of the earth for five or six miles in all directions. There was not a tree, a fence or any sign of familiar occupation; nothing but the chaos of ruin and desolation. The whole scene was appalling.

Perhaps this grim spectacle got the best of me for a moment. I have no idea what Campbell was thinking and I suppose Major Lufbery was hardened to such scenes and gave little thought to it. But just when I had gained some spirit of resolution and was able to keep my place in our formation, I began to experience the first pangs of airsickness. A stiff wind had been blowing and my Baby Nieuport pitched and rolled violently, and attempting to follow Lufbery up here at fifteen thousand feet left me feeling worse by the minute.

I didn't want to admit, even to myself, that I could get sick in the air. Airsickness was what might be expected of a frightened rookie on his first trip over the lines. I grew colder and colder with the thought of it but I clenched my teeth and prayed that I might fight it off. I determined to look straight ahead and to concentrate completely on the task of sticking it out, no matter how badly I felt.

I had hardly gained control of myself when I was startled by an explosion which seemed to crash out only a few feet behind me. There was no time to look around, for with the initial concussion my plane began to roll and toss much worse than before. The very terror within me drove away all thoughts of airsickness and in the next few minutes several more roars buffeted my plane and the repeated thuds of continued explosions hammered my ears. But no matter what happened I had to look around and see what effect, if any, all this was having on my tail surfaces.

To my great relief all I could see were four or five black balls of smoke some distance below and well behind my tail.

Oh, I knew what they were. These were Archie shells. Eighteen-pounders bursting with shrapnel which were being fired by German antiaircraft guns; and the battery which was firing them was said to be the most accurate Allied aviators had met in this sector.

Little by little my alarm passed away. I began to watch the course of the black puffs behind me. I grew accustomed to the momentary disturbance of the air after each explosion and almost mechanically I met the lift of the machine with the gentle pressure of my joystick, which righted my Nieuport and smoothed its course. And a rush of happiness came over me with the assurance that I was neither going to be sick nor was I any longer in any terror of the bursting shells.

A feeling of elation possessed me as I realized that my long dreamed and long dreaded novitiate was over. At last I knew clear down deep in my own heart that I was all right. I could fly! I could go over enemy lines like the other boys who had seemed so wonderful to me! I forgot entirely my recent fear and terror. Only a deep feeling of satisfaction and gratitude remained that warmed me and delighted me, for not until that moment had I dared to hope that I possessed all the requisite characteristics for a successful war pilot. Though I had feared no enemy, yet I had feared that I myself might be lacking.

This feeling of self-confidence that this first hour over the Suippe battery brought to me is perhaps the most precious memory of my life. For with the sudden banishment of that first mortal fear that had so possessed me came a belief in my own powers that knew no bounds. I loved flying. I had been familiar with engines all my life. Sports of every sort had always appealed to me. The excitement of automobile racing did not compare with what I knew must come with airplane fighting in France. The pleasure of shooting down another man was no more attractive to me than the chance of being shot down myself. The whole business of war was ugly to me. But the thought of pitting my experience and confidence against that of German aviators and beating them at their own boasted prowess in air combats had fascinated me. I did not forget my inexperience in shooting. But I knew that could be learned easily enough. What I hungered to ascertain was my ability to withstand the cruelties and horrors of war. If that could be conquered, I knew I could hold my own with any man who ever piloted an airplane.

This confidence in myself must have aided me considerably in my learning to fly. After twelve flights in a machine in France, I went aloft for a flight alone. After that first solo flight, I tried several different types of machines with never any feeling of insecurity.

I was floating along through enemy skies in ecstatic contemplation of these thoughts when I suddenly discovered that Major Luf-bery was leading us homeward. I glanced at the clock on my dashboard. It was nearly ten o'clock. We had been out almost two hours and our fuel supply must be running low.

Gradually we descended as we approached the vicinity of our aerodrome. This lovely section of France, as yet undevastated by war, spread below the wings of our little Nieuports in peaceful contrast to the ugliness that lay behind us. Some snow still filled the hollows as far as the eye could reach, for a severe storm had raged over this section of the country but a few days before.

We circled once about the field and, shutting off our engines, slid gently down into the mud which quickly brought the machines to a full pause. Quickening the speed of the propellers we taxied one by one toward the door of the hangar before which every pilot and mechanic stood awaiting us with open-armed expectancy. They were eager to hear the details of our first flight into enemy territory and to see how two beginners, like themselves, had stood the experience.

Both Campbell and I wore satisfactory countenances of bored indifference. We had had a little flip around over the Hun batteries and it had been most droll seeing the gunners wasting their ammunition. We must have cost the Kaiser a year's income by our little jaunt into his lines. As for enemy airplanes, none of them dared to venture up against us. Not a plane was in our vicinity.

At this point Major Lufbery broke into the conversation and asked us what we had seen. I didn't like the sound of his customary little chuckle on this occasion. But we both repeated as easily as we could that we hadn't seen any other airplanes in the sky.

“Just what I expected. They are all the same!” was the major's only comment.

We indignantly asked him what he meant by addressing two expert war pilots in such tones.

“Well,” said Lufbery, “one formation of five Spads crossed under us before we passed the lines and another flight of five Spads went by about fifteen minutes later and you didn't see them, although neither one of them was more than five hundred yards away. It was just as well they were not Boches!

“Then there were four German Albatros two miles ahead of us when we turned back and there was another enemy two-seater nearer us than that, at about five thousand feet above the lines. You must learn to look about a bit when you get in enemy lines.”

Campbell and I stood aghast, looking at each other. Then I saw he was thinking the same thoughts as I. The major was ragging us from a sense of duty, to take some of the conceit out of us. But it was only after weeks of experience over the front that we realized how true his statements were. No matter how good a flier the scout may be and no matter how perfect his eyesight, he must learn to see before he can distinguish objects either on the ground or in air. What is called “vision of the air” can come only from experience and no pilot ever has it upon his arrival at the front.

Then sauntering over to my machine the major bucked me up very considerably by blandly inquiring, “How much of that shrapnel did you get, Rick?” I couldn't help laughing at his effort to put me in a heroic picture frame for the benefit of the boys who were listening. Imagine my horror when he began interestedly poking his finger in one shrapnel hole in the tail; another fragment had gone through the outer edge of the wing and a third had passed directly through both wings not a foot from my body!

The boys told me afterward that I stayed pale for a good thirty minutes and I believe them, for a week passed before the major suggested to me that I again accompany him into the German lines.


CHAPTER II
The Aerodrome

I often wondered whether the mothers and friends of our pilots formed a true conception back home of the surroundings and daily doings of their loved ones in France. Even the term “aerodrome,” where it is known airplanes are landed and kept and cared for and where the pilots live and start from in their trips over the lines and where they are anxiously awaited at the end of their patrol by their comrades—even “aerodrome” must convey a more or less uncertain picture to those who have never actually seen one.

Picture in your minds a smooth field covered with sod and occupying a situation near a town and good highway. It is on comparatively level ground and is square in shape and each of the four sides is about half a mile in length.

Such a field accommodates very nicely four squadrons of fighting machines, which means 80 or 90 airplanes and as many pilots. The road skirts one side of the square. Close to the road in each corner of the square are placed two large sheds, or hangars, to house the airplanes. Each hangar will hold comfortably ten or twelve machines of the small type. There they spend the night and each machine is carefully inspected by the mechanics who “belong to it.” Each pilot has three mechanics who are responsible for his airplane, and it is seldom that any defect can escape their jealous attention.

Around the edges of the field, then, these eight or ten large hangars stand facing inward, with wide open doors through which the airplane can pass out to the line. A short distance away the mess and sleeping quarters for the officers of each squadron are situated. As there are but twenty pilots to each scout squadron, the officers of two squadrons frequently mess together. The enlisted men, including the mechanics, truck drivers, workmen and servants, occupy quarters of their own at a little distance behind the hangars. As each squadron requires almost two hundred enlisted men to take proper care of its many details it is seen that the entire personnel of the average aerodrome group numbers quite one thousand men when the Headquarters, Searchlight Company, Telephone Squad, Lighting Plant, Red Cross and YMCA personnel are added to it. The antiaircraft gunners who have charge of the defense of the aerodrome against enemy raids are not attached to the Air Service and are not properly part of the aerodrome membership.

Such then is the rough arrangement of the pilots' aerodrome. From the sky an aerodrome can be seen many miles away by an experienced observer and although every effort is made to camouflage hangars, huts, and airplanes, no flying fields can long be in use by either side before they are discovered by the enemy.

We were but three weeks in the Villeneuve aerodrome and during that time the weather was so severe that comparatively little flying was undertaken by the first of our American pilots, who formed this unit. March 1918, had snowstorms, heavy rains, and high winds. Our airplanes were not of the best and they had not yet been fully equipped.

An amusing episode occurred in this connection, which seems funnier now than it did at that time. The French authorities very kindly made arrangements to help train the new pilots of our squadron in combat fighting over the lines. Accordingly every day or two an experienced French airman would drop down upon our field and take away with him two of our inexperienced freshmen for a trip into Germany, just as Major Lufbery had taken Campbell and myself. Naturally all of our pilots were anxious to go.

After two weeks' patrolling over enemy territory in this manner, you can imagine the consternation of these French flight leaders when they discovered that the American machines which had accompanied them carried no weapons! Our machine guns had not yet arrived.

Fortunately the Boches didn't know it and no encounters had taken place. But the idea of this dummy fleet carrying on such a gigantic bluff over enemy lines was as comic to us as was the story of the wooden ships of the British Navy which had deterred the German fleet from leaving harbor. The Frenchmen however couldn't understand this sense of humor.

It was at this period that we lost one of my dearest friends and a commander who was respected and loved by all the pilots. Captain James Miller had left family and home and a prosperous business in New York to serve his country over the battlefields of France. He was a lighthearted, lovable companion, but I had long ago discovered the stern, determined qualities of his character. He had often told me his greatest desire was to go into the skies and win a combat against an enemy aviator. The long delays in Paris irritated him, and his work in organizing the Aviation School at Is-soudun for the training of American pilots did not satisfy him. He yearned for an opportunity to get over the lines in a fighting plane.

I found Captain Miller at the Villeneuve aerodrome when I arrived there on March 4, 1918. He had command of the fighting squadron adjoining mine, the 95th. But he had no machines and no equipment and apparently he was as remote from air combats there as he had been in Paris. Still dominated with the one idea of getting into a fight with the enemy, it was especially difficult for him to be patient.

One day toward the middle of March we received a visit from Major Davenport Johnson and Major Harmon, who were then temporarily attached to one of the French Spad Squadrons in the vicinity. I shall never forget the boyish delight with which Captain Miller came to me after their departure and confided to me what he considered the most cherished secret in his life. Major Johnson had promised him that he might call at his aerodrome the following day and take a flight over the lines in one of their machines. He was ecstatically happy over the prospect.

I never saw him again. The following evening we were notified through military channels that Captain James Miller was missing. Not until several days later did I learn the details of his disappearance. Major Johnson himself had accompanied Miller on his first flight and they had passed over Rheims and proceeded toward the Argonne Forest—the very same patrol on which Lufbery had taken me but a few days before.

Two squadrons of enemy two-seaters were encountered some distance inside the enemy lines. At this point Major Johnson discovered that his guns had jammed, and without warning Miller of his problem, turned back and went back to his field. Not realizing that he was alone, Miller attacked what turned out to be a large formation of enemy planes carrying aerial gunners as well as pilots. In the melee, he was shot down and never heard from again.

A month later a German official report reached us that Captain James Miller of the American Air Service had been wounded in combat and had fallen within German territory, where he died a few hours later.

Poor Jim! His was the first and most sorrowful loss that had come to our new group. Then it was I learned that I must not permit myself to cherish friendships with my pilot comrades so intimately that their going would upset the work I had to do. For every aviator's day's work included the same risks that had cost Jim Miller his life. If one permitted constant anxiety for friends to weigh down one's spirits one could not long continue work at the front.

These days of March 1918 were trying ones for our Allies in the British and French armies. It was known that the enemy was preparing for a conclusive and tremendous push within a few days, with which to gain the Channel ports against the British, before the troops from the United States could be in position to aid them.

The Germans knew better than our own countrymen at home realized just how difficult would be our preparations for a really important force of airplanes. They had seen the spring months pass; and instead of viewing with alarm the huge fleet of twenty thousand airplanes sweeping the skies clear of German Fokkers, they had complacently witnessed the Fokkers occupying the air back of our lines whenever they desired it, with never an American plane to oppose them.

On March 21, 1918, the great German attack was launched against the British in the north. We heard serious rumors about the numbers of prisoners captured by the Huns and the rapid advances they were making in each push.

Our aerodrome at Villeneuve was at that time but eighteen miles from the lines. In clear weather we could distinctly see our line of observation balloons, which stretched along the front between us and the lines. The booming of guns sounded continuously in our ears. On March 30 we were ordered to move our squadrons to another aerodrome farther away from the front. We went to Epiez that day, where we found ourselves about thirty miles from the lines and still with no machines with which we might hope to help stem the alarming advance of the enemy.

Here at Epiez the 94th Squadron was joined by Captain James Norman Hall, the author of Kitcheners Mob and High Adventure; also Captain David McK. Peterson, of Honesdale, Pennsylvania. Both of them were experienced pilots who had become celebrated for their air work in the Lafayette Escadrille and who did much to enhearten us and instruct us during this forlorn period. We had all heard of these boys and idolized them before we had seen them. I cannot adequately describe the inspiration we all received from the coming of these two veteran air fighters to our camp.

A day or two after we had settled down in our new aerodrome we heard the buzzing of an approaching machine. All hands rushed out to see what it meant. A Nieuport bearing American colors assured us it was a friend and probably another new member of our squadron, since he was preparing to land on our field.

He shut off his engine and glided down until his wheels skimmed the ground. The next instant her nose struck the mud and in a twinkling the machine had somersaulted over onto her back and slid along toward us tail foremost. We walked out to the wreck to secure the remains of the raw pilot who hadn't learned yet how to land a machine, and some of us made rather caustic comments about the authorities sending us such unsophisticated aviators. Imagine our stupefaction when we discovered the grinning face of Captain Hall himself looking at us upside down!

Fortunately he wasn't hurt in the slightest, and I think he would be glad if he could know how much good it did all of us young pilots to discover that even the best airmen can sometimes come a cropper.

Captain Hall climbed out of his wreckage and coming over to me told me that there was another machine still at our old aerodrome which must be flown over. I was directed to get a motorcar and drive back to Villeneuve and, after making certain that everything was in order with the Nieuport, fly home with it on the morrow.

I accordingly got myself ready and set out. It was late at night when we started. Shortly before midnight we entered a small village just south of Chalons on the river Marne. Suddenly we noticed people running excitedly about the streets and as they came under the glare of my headlights I saw they were absolutely stricken with terror. I stopped the car, as an old man came running up to me, and asked him what was the trouble.

“The Boches are overhead!” was his reply, pointing upward into the night. “Please, m'sieu', put out the lights of your car!”

I snapped out the headlights and stood there for a moment, watching those poor people scurrying about for shelter. Old women whose backs were bent with age and toil were running helter-skelter through the streets for the open country, small children clinging to their skirts. They did not know where they were going, and many of them ran into each other as they crossed to and fro. Their one idea was to get away from their beds, where they imagined the bombs from the Hun airplanes would be certain to find them. In truth that would have been the safest place for them to remain.

We proceeded through the village and a moment later came to a rise in the ground from which we could see the antiaircraft shells bursting above the city of Chalons, a few miles ahead of us. Many sweeping searchlights were searching the heavens with yellow fingers itching to find the path where the enemy planes were pursuing their way. For almost an hour we stood on this hill and regarded the spectacle with the same critical interest we had often experienced in watching an opera. Then suddenly the lights were extinguished and the booming of exploding shells ceased. We regretfully climbed back into our car and continued on our way. The show was over!

It took us an hour to wake up the landlady in the best hotel in Chalons that night. When we finally found the night bell and kept a resolute finger upon the button until the storage battery threatened to become exhausted, the good woman appeared in negligee and asked us if we wanted to come in. She apologized most heartily when she discovered we were not Germans but Americans—her beloved Americans, she called us—and we were soon tucked away in her best beds, covered with mountainous eiderdowns which reached halfway to the low ceiling.

The next morning we proceeded on to the old aerodrome where I found the last of our Nieuports and had it run out and tested. After half an hour's inspection I found everything right and climbed aboard the little 'bus and waved my two mechanics good-by. In thirty minutes I was over the Epiez field, having covered the same road which had consumed four and a half hours by motorcar, the night before.

Up to this time—April 3, 1918—only my squadron (the 94th, commanded by Major John Huffer, one of the old Lafayette fliers) and Captain James Miller's squadron, the 95th, were at the front. Both squadrons had been together at Villeneuve and together had moved to Epiez. None of the pilots of either squadron had been able to do any fighting at the front, owing to the lack of airplane guns. In fact the pilots of Squadron 95 had not yet been instructed in the use of airplane guns, although this squadron had been sent to the front a short time before 94 Squadron had arrived there. We of 94 Squadron however had been diverted to the Aerial Gunnery School at Cazeau for a month early in the year and were now ready to try our luck in actual combat fighting over the lines. But we had no guns on our machines.

Then suddenly guns arrived! All sorts of wonderful new equipment began pouring in. Instruments for the airplanes, suits of warm clothing for the pilots, extra spares for the machines. And at the same moment the foolish virgins of Squadron 95 who hadn't yet learned how to shoot in the air were sent back to the Cazeau school, while old 94, destined to become the greatest American squadron in France in the number of its victories over the enemy, was ordered to vacate the Epiez aerodrome and move on eastward and north to Toul. On April 10, 1918, we took our departure, flying our Nieuports over to an old aerodrome east of Toul which had been vacated by the French for our use. Supplies, beds, mess furniture, oil and gasoline and all the multitudinous paraphernalia of an aviation camp followed us in lorries and trucks. For a day or two we had our hands full with settling ourselves in our new quarters and acquainting ourselves with our sector of the map. We were two miles east of Toul, one of the most important railroad connections on our side of the front and a town that the enemy tried almost daily to demolish with airplane bombs. We were barely eighteen miles from the lines and in a country covered with rolling hills and extensive forests.

Nancy lay fifteen miles to the east of us, Luneville twelve miles farther east and the highway from Toul to Nancy to Luneville lay parallel to the enemy lines and within easy shelling distance of the Hun guns. But along this highway one would not have realized that a war was on. East of this point no efforts had been made at an offensive by either side. Business went on as usual in Luneville. Children played in the streets and traffic pursued its leisurely way. An occasional German sentry faced a French sentry along the lines from Luneville to Switzerland, at intervals of a hundred yards or so, but it was libelously said that these sentries messed together and slept together for the sake of companionship. This situation was considerably altered later, when the Americans came in. The country of the Vosges Mountains was thought to be too rough to permit invasion by either side.

North and west of our Toul aerodrome lay Verdun. Verdun, the sine qua non of German success! Under the Verdun citadel, built in 1863, lay an underground army of seventy thousand men. No use to attempt to go around Verdun and leave seventy thousand attackers in their rear. Verdun must ever be threatened, even while desperate attacks were being launched against Amiens, Ypres, and the Marne. Consequently considerable airplane activity was indulged in by the pilots of the Huns in this sector, and here the first American fighting squadron was sent to demonstrate to the world the air ability of American fliers, in combat fighting. And 94 got that chance!

The squadron at that time was commanded, as I have said, by Major John Huffer. He was one of America's best pilots and finest fellows, but curiously enough, he had been born in France and had never been in America nor in any English-speaking country, though he had traveled extensively abroad and spoke English like a Harvard man. Major Huffer had served in the Ambulance Division since the early days of the war, later joining the Foreign Legion with William Thaw, Victor Chapman and other American boys. When the American Escadrille was formed, he entered aviation and thus was a veteran war pilot long before America came into the war.

When he discovered that our beloved squadron was to receive the distinction of being the first actually to begin fighting for America, the question of a significant and proper squadron insignia became of prime importance to us. We were busy those first days in Toul painting our machines with the American Red, White, and Blue, with our individual markings and with the last finishing touches which would prepare them for their first expedition over the lines. Then came the ideas for our insignia!

Major Huffer suggested Uncle Sam's stovepipe hat with the Stars and Stripes for a hatband. And our post Surgeon, Lieutenant Walters of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, raised a cheer by his inspiration of the “Hat-in-the-Ring.” It was immediately adopted and the next day designs and drawings were made by Lieutenant John Went-worth of Chicago, which soon culminated in the adoption of the bold challenge painted on the sides of our fighting planes, which several scores of enemy airmen have since been unfortunate enough to dispute.

Toul then saw the launching of America's first fighting squadron. And it was from this aerodrome that I won my first five victories in the following thirty days.


CHAPTER III
Our First Sorties

On the evening of April 13, 1918, we were a happy lot of pilots, for we were reading on our new Operations Board the first war-flight order ever given by an All-American Squadron Commander to All-American pilots. It stated in simple terms that Captain Peterson, Lieutenant Reed Chambers and Lieutenant E. V. Ricken-backer would start on a patrol of the lines tomorrow morning at six o'clock. Our altitude was to be sixteen thousand feet; our patrol was to extend from Pont-a-Mousson to Saint-Mihiel and we were to return at eight o'clock—a two-hours' patrol. Captain Peterson was designated as leader of the flight.

Picture the map of these French towns, as every pilot in our Squadron 94 had it indelibly impressed into his memory. While flying in the vicinity of enemy territory it is quite essential that one should know every landmark on the horizon. Every river, every railroad, highway, and village must be as familiar to the airman as are the positions of first, second, and third bases to the home-runner.

Toul is eighteen miles almost directly south of Pont-à-Mousson, Saint-Mihiel is directly west of Pont-a-Mousson about the same distance. The battle lines ran straight between Pont-a-Mousson and Saint-Mihiel; then they turned north to run another eighteen miles to the edge of Verdun. Straight north of Pont-a-Mousson some twenty miles Metz is situated. And around Metz several squadrons of Hun bombing airplanes and fighting machines had their lairs on a hilltop, from which they surveyed the lines which we were to patrol this thirteenth day of April. In short, the sector from Pont-&-Mousson to Saint-Mihiel was fairly alive with air activity when weather conditions permitted.

This was the beat on which Captain Peterson, Chambers, and I would find ourselves tomorrow at six. Lieutenant Douglas Campbell and Lieutenant Alan Winslow were directed in the same order to stand by on the alert at the hangar from six o'clock until ten the same morning. This “alert” was provided for any sudden emergency; such as an enemy bombing raid in our direction or a sudden call for help against an enemy airplane within our lines.

Immediately after dinner that night Reed Chambers and I retired with Captain Peterson to his room, where we talked over the coming event. The captain gave us some curt directions about the precautions we should take in case of an attack, instructed me particularly that I was to lead the flight if anything happened to him or his engine, and under these circumstances I was to continue our patrol until the time was up. Then he summoned an orderly and gave orders to call all five of us at 5:00 A.M. Advising Reed and me to sleep tight and try not to dream about Fokker airplanes, off he went to bed.

We knew very well what we would dream about. Try as I might, I could not get to sleep that night for hours. I thought over everything I had ever read or heard about airplane fighting. I imagined the enemies coming at me from every direction. I pictured to myself the various ways I would circumvent them and finally bring them tumbling down to their final crash. At last I dropped off to sleep and continued dreaming the same maneuvers. Just as I was shooting down the last of a good-sized number, the orderly punched my elbow and woke me up. It was five o'clock.

A wonderful morning greeted us and the five of us had a merry breakfast. We advised Campbell and Winslow to keep a sharp lookout above the aerodrome that morning, for we intended to stir up the Boches and undoubtedly there would be droves of them coming over our field for revenge.

But upon reaching the field after breakfast we found that the atmosphere was bad and the mist so heavy that the ground was completely hidden a short distance away. Captain Peterson sent Chambers and myself up to reconnoiter at fifteen hundred feet. Away we went. After circling the field two or three times, we noticed Captain Peterson take off and climb up to join us. We continued climbing and just about the time we had attained the frigid altitude, sixteen thousand feet, I noticed the captain's machine gliding back to the field.

“Ah!” thought I, “engine trouble! And he told me last night to carry on in case he dropped out! It is my show now. Come ahead, Chambers!”

Unsophisticated as I was, I did not know the danger into which I was leading my companion, and as Chambers knew less about the country than I did, he readily followed my lead and away we flew.

[image: ]

94 Squadrons patrol of the Front from Saint-Mihiel to Pont-ti-Mousson, May 5 to July 1, 1918

We picked up the valley of the river Moselle and proceeded innocently upon our way and would probably have kept on to the Rhine, but for a sudden bark under the tail of Chambers' machine which announced that we were discovered over German guns. I had been shot up by Archie before and now gloried in the utter contempt I felt for him, but this was Reed's first experience with German antiaircraft artillery and, as he admitted later, he thought it was all over with him. He sheered in so close to me that we nearly collided. Gradually we maneuvered out of the zone of fire and eventually became so disdainful of the shell bursts that we proceeded grandly on our way without paying any attention to them.

I located Pont-a-Mousson and from there set our course for Saint-Mihiel. Four times we made the round trip between these two towns amid intermittent Archie fire but without seeing any airplanes in the sky. Then I decided we must turn toward home if we were to close our first patrol at the designated time. To my horror I discovered the whole landscape to the south of us was covered with a dense layer of fog. The whole area was covered; and under the blanket, somewhere in France, was the field upon which we were supposed to land. Land we must in a short half hour, for our fuel would be consumed and we would drop that instant. I began to realize then why Captain Peterson had gone back to the field and I felt cold chills run down my spine as I contemplated the various kinds of mishaps that were in store for Reed and me.

There was nothing for it but a dive through the thick fog clouds. I stuck down my nose, entered them and lost Chambers immediately and only hoped that he had not come in directly behind me. I flew by compass, all the while watching the needle drop down the altimeter. Cautiously I flattened out at one thousand feet, for there are high hills in this sector and some tall trees might show up ahead of me at any instant. Again I put down her nose and crept nearer the earth. At last I saw something below me and immediately zoomed up into the mist again. The tension of that foggy ride homeward I shall never forget.

By the sheerest good luck I caught a brief glimpse of a Y and a railroad tunnel that somehow seemed familiar to me. I circled back and got another view of it. Imagine my joy when I discovered it was a landmark near Commercy, that I had flown over just once before when coming from Epiez to Toul. I put about and flying only a hundred feet above ground continued straight into Toul, from which location I easily found the flying field and landed quite safely.

Captain Peterson came up to me and said I was a bloody fool for flying off in a fog, which I knew was a fact and cheerfully admitted. Then I asked about Reed Chambers and felt a return of all my previous fear when I learned they had heard nothing from him.

With a heavy heart I got out of my flying clothes and walked over to headquarters to make out my report. I was positive that someone would call within a few minutes to inform us that Chambers had crashed and killed himself in the fog. I had barely begun my writing when the telephone did ring. I stood quivering in my shoes, while the Operations Officer answered the call. Then he shouted:

“Quick! Two Boche airplanes are reported over Foug. Send in an alert!”

But at the same instant we heard two of our machines taking off the field. It was Campbell and Winslow, who had been standing by all the morning for a chance nobody had expected them to get. I started to run toward the hangars; but before I reached the field a private rushed to me saying, “A German airplane has just fallen in flames on our field!”

It was true. I could see the flames from where I stood. Before I could reach the spot, however, another yell aroused my attention and I turned and saw a second Boche machine fall nose down into a field not five hundred yards away. The first had been destroyed by Alan Winslow who had shot it down in flames within three minutes after leaving the field. The second was forced down by Douglas Campbell, and it crashed in the mist before the pilot realized how close he was to the ground. These were the first two enemy airplanes brought down by any American squadron #nd both were miraculously crashed on the very doorstep of our aerodrome on the first day we had begun operations!

Neither of the German pilots was seriously injured. Upon our questioning them as to how they happened to be flying in such weather, they informed us that they had been summoned to go up to attack two patrolling machines that were being “Archied” between Pont-a-Mousson and Saint-Mihiel. They had followed Chambers and me until they lost us in the fog. Then they tried to find their own way home to their aerodrome near Metz. They discovered our field and came down low thinking it might be their own, when Winslow and Campbell appeared and attacked them at about five hundred feet above ground.

This was indeed a wonderful opening exhibition for our squadron and had the stage been set and the scene arranged for it, could not have worked more perfectly. Then it was added to our joy to receive the congratulations and praise of the French inhabitants of Toul, who had endured so many bombing raids from these Boche machines without seeing any Allied planes on the defense of their beloved little city. When they learned that two enemy machines had been shot down on the very first day of the arrival of the Americans their delight knew no bounds. They wrung our hands, kissed us, toasted us in their best Moselle wine and yelled: “Vive la France?' “Vivent les Americains!” until they were hoarse. We each took a souvenir from the German machines, which were to be the first of our long series of “descendus” and the remains of the captured prizes we rolled into Toul, where they remained upon exhibition in the city square until the last vestiges of them disappeared. To complete our joy, we learned that Reed Chambers had landed a short distance away from our 'drome; and that night he came in to join us.

For the next few days the squadron lived upon its reputation and received the congratulations of our superior officers and the staff with ill-feigned nonchalance. Lieutenants Campbell and Wins-low were overwhelmed with cablegrams from all parts of the United States. There were dozens of telephone calls for our two heroes, many from admirers in Great Britain as well as aviation enthusiasts in France. It was particularly fortunate for the squadron that such an extraordinary success should have marked the very first day of our operations and most providential that the enemy machines had crashed in sight of us all. The episode put great confidence into all of us and we felt we were a match for the whole German air force. The date of this first American victory was April 14, 1918.

For several days following, bad weather kept us idle on the ground. But on April 18 an alert was sounded informing us that an enemy plane was seen over Pont-a-Mousson. Reed Chambers and I applied for the job of landing this fellow, and after obtaining permission we jumped into our machines, which were warmed up and ready, and off we started. I was determined to score the next victory for our squadron and had it all planned out in my mind just how it was to be done.

It was a dark day and the clouds hung about three thousand feet above ground. We plunged boldly into them and flew straight on. Finally we got above the clouds and began circling about in wide sweeps, looking everywhere for the bold German. After thirty minutes or more of desperate searching, I decided to drop back below the clouds and see where we really were. Certainly there were no Boches in this sector after all.

In ten minutes I was below the clouds and skimming along the landscape with an eye out for landmarks. Suddenly I discovered a large city ahead which looked strangely like Nancy, except that it was in exactly the wrong direction. I drew nearer and couldn't believe my eyes when a closer scrutiny proved it was true
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