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FOREWORD

 


This historical novel contains several intentional
historical inaccuracies (explained in the Historical Notes at the
end) and, likely, several unintentional historical in accuracies as
well, although every attempt has been made to eliminate them from
the text. To this end, the author engaged some of the finest minds
in the field of WW1 Aviation History to ferret out and correct his
mistakes.

 


I like history but I am not a historian, not by trade
anyway. By trade, I am an economist and, back in the day, a good
one. My interest in the mysteries and joys of flight date to my
youth, although I never had the means or the opportunity to learn
to fly. I was too busy becoming an Eagle Scout and pursuing other
interests.

 


But the fascination remained. Chuck Yeager, Alan
Shepard, Gordon Cooper, all childhood heroes of mine. An interest
in the manned space program led in straight-line fashion to a love
for science fiction, which I soon came to write. Robert Heinlein,
Arthur C. Clarke, Isaac Asimov. These men soon became my
heroes.

 


My love of flight and especially
space-flight has been an inspiration since I was a Boy Scout and we
watched the moon landing on a 14-inch black and white television in
the mess hall of a Boy Scout camp in northern Wisconsin by
stringing a hundred feet of antenna wire into the tallest pine to
try and obtain a grainy image of that first step. One of the first
books I read was Childhood’s End
by Arthur C. Clarke, but the second book I read
was Glide Path by
that same author. I have been to Space Camp as an adult and both my
kids went there as children.

 


I am supposing that I passed my love of flight on to
my son who soon became a pilot and joined the USAF. I commissioned
a mural for my young boy’s bedroom wall, the history of flight from
an open-cockpit Camel to a supersonic passenger transport. That
open-cockpit Camel held my fascination until long after I had
retired. Fifty years on, that fascination became the book you are
now holding in your hand.

 


A note of caution as you read the book: Today, crude
racial slurs are not acceptable in polite company. But, that is
less true of the environment in the years of 1917 and 1918. As an
author, I have had an ongoing internal debate whether to make the
language in the book reflective of the times or more reflective of
current times. I decided on the former, which is not to say that I
am unaware of the offense certain readers might take when they came
across disparaging remarks about Jews or Irish or Italians, to name
just a few. Please try to not be offended. My own heritage places
me in one of those groups.
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CHAPTER ONE

 


August 24, 1918

Fifteen Minutes Past Midnight

West Midlands, England

 


The saboteur, a slightly built German soldier, crept
on his hands and knees along the muddy ground of Small Heath, an
elevated plot of land in west-central England. His intended target
tonight lay on the opposite side of the barbed wire fence — a
British gun manufacturing plant essential to the Allied war
effort.

 


Along with a cache of explosive charges and a pair of
heavy-duty wire cutters, the saboteur carried with him in his
canvas backpack a signal gun of German manufacture. Tucked securely
away in a holster beneath his arm was his Mauser C96, a handgun
with great stopping power. He was especially proud to own this gun,
the so-called “red 9” because a large number 9 had been burned into
the grip panel of the gun then painted red.

 


Heavy, wet mud clung to the prone man’s skin and
clothes, fouling his gloves and making his movements slow and
clumsy. Burdened by the thick layer of wet mud on his face and
abdomen, he shivered in the raw night air.

 


The saboteur cursed this place — England — and
everything about it. He never should have accepted this
assignment.

 


But that was the irony, wasn’t
it? He never even had a choice. Orders
were orders. To disobey them would be an act of treason. He either
had to do as Commander Oberhausen ordered or face a firing
squad.

 


Yet, as was often the case in times of war, events
overturned plans. Earlier this evening, in fact only hours ago, he
had been forced to make a decision he now regretted. Poor judgment
got the better of him. Rather than wait for the rest of his assault
team to catch up with him, the saboteur had decided to proceed to
the target alone, without the support of his other team
members.

 


Britischer
Schlamm, the German silently snarled.
British mud.

 


The heathland soil was suitable for only one thing,
grazing livestock. No crops here. The soil was a calcified fusion
of sand, gravel, glacial drift, and clay, every ounce of it muddy
and wet.

 


Not a dozen yards away, two cows grazed quietly on
shoots of short grass. In the distance, the blast of a lonely train
whistle pierced the night air.

 


Fear gnawed at the saboteur’s insides, raw nervous
apprehension. It had been a long night already, one made longer
still by the circuitous route the saboteur had been forced to
follow to arrive here, at his target. —

 


Past the small public library and public baths on
Green Lane. Past the warehouses in the next street over from
Southwark Manufacturing. To the edge of town. Up Armoury Road. Down
along Coventry Road. Across open ground to the fenced perimeter of
the Birmingham Small Arms Company, Ltd., where he now lay in the
shadows, cold and shivering.

 


The saboteur shook his head
wearily. One and a half horrific years of war had rolled by since
the United States entered the titanic struggle. One and a half
years of murderous nonstop war, with the industrial might of the
United States now alongside that of Great Britain’s and all of it
pitted against Kaiser Wilhelm II’s Imperial Germany.
Eineinhalb Jahre!

 


Would it never end?
All his friends from school, Tot und Begraben. Dead and gone. All
of them! Numbers beyond comprehension.

 


The saboteur dared not speak his
thoughts aloud. It was forbidden, treasonous even —
verboten!

 


But, in the saboteur’s estimation,
the Kaiser had made a colossal blunder. Three or four of them
actually. What a stupendous
mistake! The Kaiser should never have
taken von Papen’s advice. Trying to entice Mexico to enter the war
on the side of Germany; making a secret offer to help the Mexicans
regain territories lost in the Mexican–American War; using an
encoded telegram known as the Zimmermann Telegram to make the
offer; allowing the telegram to be intercepted by British
Intelligence. Colossal blunders
all.

 


The Americans never wanted in on this fight. They saw
the conflict as a purely European affair, a dispute they wanted no
part of, a quarrel that was none of their business and no concern
of theirs.

 


And so it had remained, at least until the events of
sixteen months ago.

 


The Kaiser should never have
provoked the Americans. The sentiment in
favor of neutrality in the United States had been strong.
Resistance against the war came from many quarters — Irish
Americans, German Americans, Scandinavian Americans, church
leaders, plus the vast majority of women — all opposed to the
war.

 


But then, in an attempt to starve Britain into
submission, Imperial Germany resumed unrestricted submarine warfare
against any vessel approaching the British Isles.

 


Ein weiterer kolossaler
Fehler. Another colossal
mistake.

 


Publication of the Zimmermann Telegram outraged
ordinary Americans. And the timing could not have been worse — just
as German U-boats began sinking American merchant ships in the
North Atlantic.

 


Then came the American Declaration of War. President
Wilson, a man who was a pacifist by nature, asked Congress for “a
war to end all wars,” a war that would “make the world safe for
democracy.” That was sixteen months ago, April 6, 1917.

 


And now here he was — on his hands
and knees in the mud, the slimy British mud. Britischer Schlamm. Englischer Sumpf.
Schmutz. He hated the mud.

 


An earlier intelligence report described the layout
of the property, a 30-acre tract bounded on the south and east by a
thick row of tall, impenetrable hedge; on the west by a fence of
rolled barbed wire; and on the north by three sets of railroad
tracks. The tracks were well-lit at night and hazardous to cross.
The only sensible way onto the property was through the barbed wire
fence with wire cutters.

 


The saboteur slid the brown canvas haversack off his
shoulders and dropped it gently to the ground. The half-dozen
sticks of dynamite inside the haversack were volatile and
dangerous. One wrong move and he could easily be blown to
pieces.

 


The saboteur glanced at the face of
his Swiss-made watch — 1:30 a.m. Time was
running out. He reached inside the side
pocket of his haversack, fingers searching for the pair of wire
cutters. Once the opening in the fence was cut large enough, he
would squeeze through the opening, then reach back to drag his
backpack in behind him.

 


The saboteur had barely begun to snip the first wire
and bend it out of the way when, suddenly, he heard a sound, the
crack of a dried limb splintering under the foot of a boot about
sixty yards away, to the west.

 


The saboteur took a deep breath and
froze, not daring to move. Was that the
light of a torch up ahead in the darkness?

 


He reached for his Mauser, prepared to defend himself
with ferocious intensity, if necessary. His broomhandle “red 9”,
with its long barrel and high-velocity cartridge, had superior
range and better penetration than other pistols of its time. The
gun came with a box magazine mounted in front of the trigger, a
detachable wooden shoulder stock behind, and was specially
chambered for a 9mm Parabellum round. The red number “9” burned
into the pistol grip served as a reminder that the pistol was to be
loaded with a 9mm round, not the customary 7.63mm round.

 


The saboteur remained perfectly still. He had great
faith in German weaponry. That faith did not extend, however, to
machine guns, a technology where Great Britain excelled. Imperial
Germany’s lack of superiority in this field is what prompted
Oberhausen to orchestrate an operation of this complexity — the
destruction of one of Britain’s most essential gun manufacturing
plants.

 


The Birmingham Small Arms Company manufactured the
Lewis gun, Britain’s most formidable light weapon, better than
anything the German Imperial Army could muster. The Lewis gun was
used by the RAF, the Royal Navy, and the British Army, a portable
machine gun with a round, top-mounted ammunition drum that held
forty-seven rounds. The double-drum, which had become standard with
the RAF, held ninety-seven rounds.

 


The saboteur’s marching orders from Commander
Oberhausen could not have been more clear:

 


Verwenden Sie die
Dynamitstangen. Use the sticks of
dynamite. Zerstöre die
Waffenfabrik. Destroy the gun
manufacturing plant. Markieren Sie das
Ziel mit einem Raketenanschlag. Mark the
target with a rocket flare. Wenn Ihr
Dynamit die Aufgabe nicht erfüllt, werden unsere Flugzeugbomber
dies tun. If your dynamite fails to do the
job, our bombers will.

 


The idea at German High Command — the hope, really —
was that without the Lewis gun plant and its lethal production, the
British might surrender and the Allies might forfeit the war.

 


Commander Oberhausen was not the
sort of senior officer you could easily say “no” to. A detestable
man, entirely unpleasant, always in that crisp, dark-blue
double-breasted jacket, his tall, leather jackboots always buffed
to a high gloss black shine. Failure was
not an option. The British had to be stopped.

 


To make doubly sure of halting Lewis gun production,
a second team of German saboteurs had been dispatched to the United
States, their target a place known to him only as Pennsylvania. If
all went according to plan, this second team might soon be waiting
in the darkness outside a similar Lewis gun manufacturing plant in
Sharon, Pennsylvania, armed to conduct a similar operation to his
own — blow up the manufactory plant and cripple production of the
Lewis gun.

 


Now, though, and quite unexpectedly, the saboteur was
alone, separated from the rest of his team. The three men had
arrived five days ago aboard a trawler that docked in Liverpool.
They were to follow a map given them by Commander Oberhausen. He
was acting head of NIV, the branch of German Naval Intelligence
devoted strictly to sabotage. Oberhausen’s instructions had been to
stick to the backroads when traveling cross-country.

 


The distance from Liverpool to Small Heath was just
under one hundred miles, too great a distance to cover on foot, but
easily traversed in a few hours’ time by motorbike.

 


The Irish Republican Brotherhood —
the Kaiser’s on-again, off-again ally in the war effort — had
agreed to leave three motorized bicycles at a pre-determined
location, one motorcycle for each man. Guided by the stars at
night, the men were to drive the Motorräder from Liverpool to a
farmhouse west of Birmingham, pick up a cache of explosives, then
lay low until tonight.

 


But theirs was a tenuous relationship and the IRB had
double-crossed the German commando team. Protestant Germans
detested Irish Catholics, and the Irish found the Germans vulgar
and backward. Nevertheless, the two ethnic groups shared one
interest in common — they both hated the English. Two years ago, in
1916, Irish Nationalists seeking independence pushed the nation to
the brink of civil war armed with 20,000 rifles sent them by the
Kaiser.

 


Of the three motorbikes the IRB had left behind for
the saboteurs, only one was operable. One had a flat tire; a second
had a good-sized hole in its petrol tank.

 


The best laid schemes of mice and
men. Was that not the truth? To qualify
for this assignment, the saboteur had to become proficient in
English. His schooling had included poetry. Robert Burns. A
Scots-language poem. “To a Mouse, on Turning Her Up in Her Nest
with the Plough.”

 


But Mouse, you are not alone,

In proving foresight may be vain:

The best laid schemes of mice and men

Go often askew . . .

 


The saboteur was the mouse, not the man. Without
motorized transport, the three saboteurs had no choice but to split
up, with two of the men setting out on foot to cover the hundred
miles to their intended target, and he alone traveling the distance
by motorbike. If the other two could manage the long overland trip
on foot, they would meet him at the rendezvous point. — But the two
other men never showed.

 


Being separated from the other members of his team
was not the saboteur’s only worry. The age and poor condition of
the dynamite the IRB had left behind for him to carry out his
mission was his other great worry.

 


When sticks of dynamite were stored in a cool, dry
container, they could be safely handled for up to twelve months
from the date of manufacture. But, over time, older sticks would
“weep” or “sweat” nitroglycerin. The volatile liquid would pool
dangerously in the bottom of the box or storage area.

 


The only remedy to prevent an older stick of dynamite
from sweating nitroglycerine was to regularly turn the stick.
Otherwise, crystals would form on the outside of the stick causing
it to be highly sensitive to shock or friction. Even a change in
temperature could cause it to spontaneously explode.

 


The saboteur knew that once these
fragile crystals formed, anyone handling them faced an extremely
hazardous situation. Old dynamite was dangerous and unstable. Even
in the absence of a blasting cap, spontaneous explosion was a
profound risk. — The IRB had placed the
saboteur in a veritable death-trap.

 


The nervous man took his time, carefully examining
each stick, watching for crystal formations and setting aside the
ones he judged to be the most dangerous. Then, selecting from what
appeared to be the freshest sticks, he packed them as carefully as
he could in his duffel, along with a generous amount of loose sand
inbetween.

 


Seven sticks of dynamite was not
much to work with.

 


He stepped down hard with his foot on the motorbike’s
pedal starter and the motor roared to life.

 


Sweat beaded up on the saboteur’s brow. He was about
to transport volatile and unsafe explosives over uncertain roads
and terrain atop a bouncing motorbike.

 


What were the odds?
Was waren die Chancen? What were the odds he would even make it to the factory
grounds alive carrying this stuff? And if
he did make it there alive, what then?

 


Maybe the second part of the plan had a higher
probability of success, after all. The saboteur had his doubts.
High-altitude bombing? From an overhead Zeppelin? The gargantuan
airships had only just recently come into service.

 


To mark the target for the bomber, the saboteur was
to launch a rocket flare into the sky from somewhere inside the
factory grounds. Precision was important, and timing too. Three
a.m. That was the appointed time. He was to begin launching rocket
flares at 3 a.m., then every two minutes thereafter for the next
twenty minutes or until he was caught, ten flares in all.

 


The approaching Zeppelin would be
armed with a new class of German weapon, the Elektron incendiary bomb. It was all
part of Der Feuerplan, the Fire Plan. Field tests had shown that when the
newly-developed incendiary bombs were dropped in rapid succession
and in close proximity to one another in an urban setting, they
would combine to initiate a conflagration, an inextinguishable
blaze of immense proportion. Tonight’s Zeppelin attack on the
munitions factory was to be a practice run ahead of a much larger
attack set to begin little more than one week from tonight, in
early September — a full-scale attack targeting the City of London
with multiple Zeppelins and hundreds of Elektron bombs.

 


After setting out on motorbike from Liverpool, the
saboteur stopped several times along the way to check his map and
take a sip of water from his canteen. The map he was following was
hand-drawn. Willem Roos, a Dutch spy from earlier in the war —
since captured, tried, convicted, and executed — had been the first
reliable German agent to locate the gun plant in Small Heath and
accurately chart its location. Before Roos was captured, he had
been able to pass the map along to German intelligence. The
saboteur was using the very map originally drawn by Roos.

 


The flare gun the saboteur would be using was in his
rucksack, a 1915 German single shot signal pistol, break action,
bell mouth muzzle, all brass construction, with plain wooden grips.
The base of the butt was stamped ST&B15, plus the serial
number. ST&B was an abbreviation for “Stantien & Becker,” a
German manufacturer located in Lübeck, forty-odd miles from
Hamburg.

 


On one stop to double-check his map coordinates, the
saboteur broke open a tin of saltine crackers he had picked up in
Liverpool. The saltine crackers made his mouth dry, and he gulped a
swig of tepid water from his canteen. The Saltine, or soda cracker,
was practically unknown in Imperial Germany. But here in Great
Britain, the dry crisp snack food was ubiquitous, a product of
Huntley and Palmers, a thin, usually square cracker made from white
flour, yeast, and baking soda. Most varieties were lightly
sprinkled with grains of coarse salt.

 


While munching a soda cracker, the
saboteur stooped to have a closer look at his motorbike. The
manufacturer’s trademark was stamped on the down tube just below
the seat. He thought it ironic. The same Birmingham Small Arms
Company whose plant he had been sent here to destroy had
manufactured the very motorcycle he was riding on to carry out the
demolition. Ironisch.

 


Hours passed. The saboteur was sore, hungry, and
tired. The seat of the motorbike tore into his underside leaving
him badly bruised. The seat padding had long ago worn away. The
tall black leather boots chafed his leg and ankle. A blister formed
where the boot top met the skin of his lower leg. His wrists hurt
from gripping the handlebars for so long.

 


Yet, somehow, he did finally make the one hundred
miles safely on motorbike. Now, here he was, hours later, flat on
his belly in the mud, Mauser drawn, watching the movements of a
small band of armed guards not fifty yards away.

 


The light in the distance grew
closer. Guards walking the perimeter fence. Wächter, die den Umkreiszaun gehen.
His heart began to race.

 


Guards were to be expected. The German team had
trained for that eventuality. Three men sent in as a team, two to
deal with security, one to deal with the explosives and the rocket
flares. But the other two members of his team never made it this
far. The saboteur was alone and vulnerable.

 


The guards walking the perimeter fence were probably
put there by Her Majesty’s Security Service — MI5. The Security
Service was responsible for identifying foreign agents operating
within the country. MI5 specialized in targeting foreign espionage,
as well as internal counter-espionage. Protecting this place, the
Birmingham Small Arms Company, was part of their portfolio.
Nonetheless, after four years of all-out war, funds and personnel
were limited.

 


With practically every able-bodied British male
already serving under arms, nighttime guard duty fell to the Home
Guard, known in those days by a different name, the Volunteer
Training Corps.

 


At the start of the war — and in the absence of a
conscription law — Britain relied entirely on a voluntary system of
enlistment. Men of the time clung to a Victorian principle. It was
the task of professional troops to fight a war whilst voluntary
militias were to provide for home defense.

 


At the outset of the war, members
of the Volunteer Force had to provide their own uniforms, which
could be green or brown in color, any shade other than standard
army khaki. A much lighter Lovat green was the preferred color. All
members of the Volunteer Force were required to wear a red brassard
or arm band bearing the letters “GR” for Georgius Rex (King George V was the
sovereign). Most men carried “DP” rifles, which were dummy weapons
intended for “Drill Purposes.”

 


As the war progressed, fears of a German invasion
grew larger and more pronounced. Volunteers began to purchase their
own weapons and ammunition, typically a Martini Enfield rifle or
carbine. By 1917, the Volunteer Force had been upgraded by the
government to where they were allowed to wear standard army khaki.
Equipment began to be officially supplied by the government, both
P.14 Enfield Rifles and Hotchkiss Mk I machine guns. In nearby
north Worcestershire, units of the Volunteer Force helped man
anti-aircraft guns ringing the city of Birmingham.

 


The saboteur recognized that these
men of the Volunteer Force, while not formally trained, were not to
be trifled with. They had a reputation for being big and tough and
mean and dumb. Island
Ape. That is what his countrymen called
these Britishers. Island Ape. Inselaffe. A German pejorative for
Englishmen. It harkened back to the previous century’s publications
on evolution advanced by Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace,
although, in all honesty, the German people had held the British in
low esteem since the latter part of the Middle Ages.

 


The saboteur had only two choices, fight or run. If
he chose to stand and fight these apes from the Volunteer Force, he
would probably be captured or killed. Oh, he might be able to take
out one or two of them before succumbing, but he was outnumbered.
Eventually, they would prevail.

 


If they captured him alive, would
he be tortured? Would he break under harsh
interrogation? Everyone believes they
won’t. But most do. Would he succumb and reveal details of
Der Feuerplan? No, that
mustn’t happen.

 


But if he ran now without being
seen, the plan would remain secure. He might be able to sneak back
onto the grounds in half an hour and still make the 3 a.m.
scheduled time to set his explosives and launch his target flares.
If not, the entire mission would be a bust, Kaputt.

 


The saboteur decided to break cover and run.

 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Two Weeks Earlier

August 10, 1918

Occupied Belgium

 


“You do wonderful work,” the man from the Security
Service said to the older woman, with an approving look. “Truly
wonderful work.”

 


Mallory Newkirk had little more than a passing
interest in embroidered needlework. Nevertheless, the man could
appreciate talent when he saw it, especially when the skill was of
immeasurable importance to the success of his current assignment.
This woman, Vrouw Vanhoven, in whose garden he presently stood, did
masterful work.

 


“MI6 was right to have me call on you here at your
home,” Newkirk continued. “But, before I take my leave of you, I
have to ask. Is there anything more the British government can do
for you? I mean, aside from what we have already done?”

 


“The British government wants to know what it can do
for me? — Win the bloody war,” the middle-aged woman exclaimed,
with strong emotion. “Kill the pigs. Win the war. Drive the Hun
back into the filthy, rat-infested caves from whence he
crawled.”

 


The woman, Vrouw Wilhelmina Vanhoven, wore the face
of grim determination. Occupied Belgium was her world and the tiny
village of Lommel, where she made her home, was her citadel. Vrouw
Vanhoven meant to defend them both with every resource at her
command.

 


As Mallory Newkirk spoke to her now, a warm
late-summer breeze brushed across her flaxen hair. She sat outside
her tiny cottage on a rigid wooden bench and, with embroidery
needle in hand, peacefully worked her magic. Earlier this morning,
she had taken the time to place the bench in the one spot in her
small garden where the sun shone its brightest.

 


“What makes you so brave?” he wondered outloud,
glancing nervously around the courtyard. It was a calculated risk,
possibly being seen by an inquisitive neighbor in her open
courtyard.

 


This was not Newkirk’s first visit to Vrouw
Vanhoven’s tidy home. Above all else, he didn’t want her reported
to the authorities. Even in a land where the German people were
detested by one and all, not every citizen was a patriot, not like
this woman. Nor could everyone be trusted. The Germans had enslaved
thousands of Belgians in forced workcamps; women of her age did not
survive such harsh treatment for long.

 


“I am not the brave one,” she said. “My husband is.
Or rather, he was. Aart is dead now. Taken hostage by those
rat-bastard Germans when they overran our wonderful, peace-loving
country. Maybe Aart is alive, after all; I genuinely do not know.
Everyone suffers here — the farmers, the storekeepers, even the
fisherman. The lads in their skiffs risk their lives on the open
water every single day, and for what? — To bring us nourishment
from the North Sea and the English Channel. Thank Providence for
the Americans. The food their ships bring us every week; that is
what keeps Belgians alive. American flour. Their food and our
determination.”

 


As Vrouw Vanhoven spoke, she continued to work her
needle. The woman wore spectacles of superb quality, important to a
seamstress in a land where, during the Middle Ages, eyeglasses came
into more general use.

 


In the bright morning sunshine of her small
courtyard, Vrouw Wilhelmina Vanhoven smiled satisfactorily as she
caressed the tight stitches of her handiwork. In just under five
days of concerted effort, she had been able to embroider the
intricate Belgian coat of arms into the tight weave of the cotton
flour sack, just as the man from MI6 asked her to do.

 


When the good-looking, thirty-something man first
appeared at Lady Vanhoven’s door nearly two weeks ago, she had
viewed the man with grave suspicion. Her country was occupied by a
foreign invader, a devastating world war was in progress only miles
away, and the Belgian people were suffering great hardship under a
stringent economic embargo.

 


What should a woman do when a strange man stands at
her front door asking to come in, especially a woman deeply
involved with la résistance?

 


“Are you a soldier?” Vrouw Vanhoven asked him that
day, blocking the doorway with her body. The woman was fifty years
old, but looked older, her face weather-beaten and drawn. Still,
she could be tough and mean when cornered and now she dug in her
heels and stood her ground.

 


“May I come in?” he asked, firmness in his voice.

 


“No, you most certainly may not.”

 


“Marthe Boël sent me.”

 


“That, I seriously doubt. Marthe Boël is in
prison.”

 


Lady Wilhelmina Vanhoven had been part of the
resistance long enough to be highly suspicious of outsiders. Too
many of her “sisters” had been arrested, even executed for their
“crimes.” Vanhoven’s cottage in Lommel, Belgium was often the final
stop on an escape route originally set up by two women — Louise
Thuliez, a former schoolteacher, and Edith Cavell, a former British
nurse later executed by a German firing squad.

 


“Past tense, my lady. Past tense,” Newkirk said.
“Marthe Boël has been in prison. — But no longer. Marthe became ill
while in prison. She was recently freed in a prisoner exchange.
Marthe Boël for Frau von Schnee. Schnee is the wife of the governor
of German East Africa. My country arranged it; Great Britain
arranged it. Now Marthe lives in Switzerland. Gstaad, I
believe.”

 


The tension in Vrouw Vanhoven’s
face softened. What the man said was
little known but true. Maybe this stranger at her door could be
trusted after all. Maybe.

 


“May I come in?” he asked again. “I feel rather naked
standing out here in the open where practically anyone in the
neighborhood can see me.”

 


“You say Marthe Boël sent you?” she asked
cautiously.

 


Mallory Newkirk nodded. “Marthe Boël tells me that
you are one of the finest embroiderers in all the land. She tells
me that you have taught countless other women how to decorate the
flour sacks that arrive here in great number from the mills of
Canada and America.”

 


Vrouw Vanhoven’s face reddened. She
was flattered, even a little taken aback. That a woman of Marthe
Boël’s status would speak so highly of her abilities as an
embroideress was a happy surprise. Marthe Boël was herself not a
seamstress; she was a feminist at a time when such stands were
hardly mainstream. Boël was an organizer in the Belgian
résistance. When war
broke out, Boël started working as a nurse. She joined the
Union patriotique des femmes
belges, which, at the time, was led by
Jane Brigode. After Marthe joined the resistance, she was arrested,
together with her husband, then imprisoned, just as Newkirk
said.

 


The flour sacks embroidered by this league of women
patriots were pivotal to the resistance movement, the glue that
literally bound the women together. The sacks did double duty in
the war effort — first, as a vessel for bringing life-sustaining
flour to starving Belgians suffering under German occupation, and
secondly, by being embroidered then sold back to American and
Canadian citizens to raise money for orphans of the war. Recycling
the flour sacks in this fashion had the added benefit of preventing
the enemy from using the cotton fabric in them for the manufacture
of their own ammunition.

 


Her tone softened. “You, good sir, know who I am. —
But who, pay tell, are you?” she asked, opening the door that he
might enter.

 


“Who am I? My name is Newkirk. Mallory Newkirk.”

 


“And for whom do you work, Mister Newkirk?”

 


“I am with the War Office. British military
intelligence. What we call MI6.”

 


“I see.” She hesitated a moment longer, then said,
“Please do come in, Mister Newkirk. Please have a seat.”

 


As Newkirk entered the room, he pointed to her
embroidery frame. “I have never seen such a contrivance before,” he
said. “A sort of loom, is it?”

 


“Oh, yes. That, and a bit more,” she answered
proudly. “My husband Aart built it for me as a wedding gift, before
we were married. It is called a tambour frame. Sadly, I have gone
and lost one of the wing nuts. Now I use a wooden clothes-pin
instead. But the results are quite unsatisfactory. Without the wing
nut, I really have no good way to keep the fabric taut when I
work.”

 


“Curious name for an embroidery frame,” he said,
genuinely confused. “I thought tambour was a form of architecture,
something or other to do with arches or columns, if memory
serves.”

 


“Don’t know about that. French is
what is spoken here. The word tambour translates loosely from
French to English as ‘drum’. Some call my ‘contrivance’ a scroll
frame. I guess that is because the frame is made from four pieces
of wood — two rollers for the top and base, plus two side pieces.
The frame sits atop two legs, as you can plainly see, with a pivot
point at either end, like a painter’s easel. That is where the wing
nut comes in, to tighten the frame to the legs at the desired
angle. Hard for me to do good work without it.”

 


“What if I could replace that missing wing nut for
you? Would that be worth something to you, Vrouw Vanhoven?”

 


For the first time, Lady Vanhoven smiled widely. “I
like the way you conduct business, young man.”

 


Mallory Newkirk answered her with an easy grin.
“Perhaps you and I can strike a deal.”

 


“What sort of deal?” she asked, suddenly
suspicious.

 


“A wing nut for a few stitches of your fine
embroidery.”

 


“Is that what they teach you in spy school, Mister
Newkirk? — To butter up your contact in order to get your way?”

 


Newkirk could not help but chuckle. “You are a bit of
a vixen, aren’t you, Lady Vanhoven? What say I make my way back
here tomorrow with a tin filled with wing nuts of various sizes,
enough to last you through the end of the war, if not beyond? Would
that be worth something to you?”

 


“Yes. But, dear fellow, why would you do me such a
service? Metal hardware of every sort has been in short supply
since the war began.”

 


“Let me attend to the details. You, my good woman,
are in a unique position to help Britain win the war.”

 


“How so?”

 


“Simply by employing your craft on behalf of the
Allies.”

 


“A tin filled with an assortment of wing nuts would
certainly place me in your debt.”

 


“Good. Then it is settled. Let me have a close look
at your embroidery frame. I will need to measure the diameter of
the hole the bolt must pass through. Tomorrow, when I return, I
will have with me proper-sized bolts and wing nuts to match.”

 


## ##

 


Later That Same Day

 


“It is not safe to cross tonight,” the old
German said, leaning on his rifle. His left cheek was bulging with
what Newkirk took to be a plug of chewing tobacco. The dirty habit
had arrived in Europe along with the Americans — chewing gum,
chewing tobacco, and a penchant for foul language.

 


“Not safe,” the old German
repeated, this time in his native tongue. “Nicht sicher.”

 


“Have you been drinking again, Gerhard?” Newkirk
could smell the booze on the other man’s breath and clothes.

 


“What I drink is not your business,” Gerhard replied
gruffly.

 


“You say it is not safe to cross, and you expect me
to take your word for that. I am not stupid, Gerhard. Tell me the
truth — Are you sober enough to know the difference between what is
safe and what is not?”

 


“See for yourself, if you do not believe me.” Gerhard
pointed into the darkened field on the other side of the no man’s
land. In the distance, two torches could be seen dancing along the
fence line. “As you see, the Dutch patrol their side of the fence
tonight. They look for someone. Perhaps they look for you. I could
make much money if I turn you in.”

 


“But then, I would have to shoot you dead,” Newkirk
warned ominously. “Is that what you want? I do not think so. You do
not want to die and I do not want to be the one who kills you. The
Dutch patrols do not look for me. They look for British flyers who
have been shot down. The flyers want to get back to England. They
want to get back to England so they can return to the front and
kill more Hun. The downed flyers want to cross the border without
being seen. It is more likely the Dutch patrols are looking for
them, not me.”

 


“They look for someone,” Gerhard harrumphed quietly.
“No British flyers will make it back to England tonight, of that I
am certain.”

 


The old German stopped long enough
to spit a mouthful of tobacco juice onto the soft ground. “Come
back tomorrow,” he said, first in English then in German.
“Komm morgen zurück. Come back tomorrow. Tomorrow, I will show you a way
through.”

 


Gerhard’s belly rolled as he laughed. “Not through,”
he corrected himself. “Between. Between the wires. A wooden barrel
has been opened at both ends and pushed between the wires for safe
passage.”

 


Newkirk nodded because he understood. Illegal
border-crossers employed several methods for crossing the wire
safely. A dry and sturdy wooden stick with a V profile on top would
work. The bottom wire could be forced up five or ten inches with
the stick, yielding enough space to shimmy underneath. In the Meuse
region, marl caves offered access to persons on both sides of the
border. A favorite way — Gerhard’s way — was to force a wooden
barrel that had been opened at each end between the wires. A
similar result could be had with a wooden bin or basket where the
bottom had been removed. Another way to pass safely was to remove
the spokes from a wooden bicycle wheel and suspend the wheel
between the bottom and second wire. Rubber of any sort improved
one’s odds of success. Rubber gloves. Rubber boots. A rubber mat to
stand upon.

 


Newkirk asked Gerhard the inevitable obvious
question. “And what is the price to be paid for directing me to the
location of the barrel?”

 


“Something more than last month’s bottle of potato
vodka, I should hope,” Gerhard replied, lobbing another mouthful of
swill to the ground.

 


“It goes without saying that I should have something
better to offer,” Newkirk replied, standing clear of the growing
pool of tobacco juice. “Certainly better than the filth you have in
your mouth now. What say you to chocolate? — fine Dutch
chocolate.”

 


“This is true? You have such a thing?” Gerhard asked,
practically salivating. “How much chocolate do you have?”

 


“How much do you want?”

 


“More than you could possibly provide.”

 


“Barrel first. Chocolate after.” Newkirk managed a
tight smile. He had happened upon the right price to be paid this
sorry excuse for a man.

 


The Landsturm, older German men who
often stood guard in the Campine, were frequently cold and
hungry. Given their dire circumstances, these men were not inclined
to obey every rule and regulation the German Army set down for
them, especially when simply looking the other way might gain a man
a bar of tasty Dutch chocolate, or slab of butter, or pouch of
tobacco, or slim wad of hard cash. As the war dragged on, some of
these men chose to cross over to Holland and surrender their guns
of their own volition, preferring internment in a Dutch camp to
remaining in the German army.

 


The trick for men like Mallory
Newkirk was in knowing who could be bribed and what price needed to
be paid. They were easy to spot, these Landsturmers, with their long
beards, their dingy uniforms, and tired eyes, all very much out of
place guarding a railroad crossing or country road on a cold rainy
night.

 


Gerhard suddenly began to become
nervous and agitated. “You must go now. Quickly!
Schnell! Before I am
seen with you.”

 


Newkirk would not be rushed. “I need from you one
last thing before I go.”

 


Gerhard did not answer. But he cocked his head in
Newkirk’s direction prepared to listen. His eyes were alert to the
presence of any unwanted ears.

 


Newkirk explained. “Tonight, I need
for you to leave the door to the schalthaus unlocked so that I might
enter later unseen.”

 


“Ogottogottogott!
If I am found out, I will be shot.” Gerhard spat
a thick glob of caramel-colored tobacco juice from his mouth, then
wiped the untidy spittle from his chin with the back of his hand.
It was dripping wet.

 


“I promise you, my friend — you
will not be found out,” Newkirk reassured. “I am not planning to
sabotage the schalthaus, of that you can be certain. Put it out of your
head.”

 


“What then?” Gerhard asked, growing
uneasy. The schalthaus were electric switching houses, where electricity could be
shut off to the border fence. There were also simple wooden
shelters along the way, where guards like Gerhard could escape the
notoriously bad weather.

 


Newkirk answered. “Each
schalthaus has inside a
storeroom, a worktable, and bins of hardware. That is where I will
find what I need.”

 


“Hardware?”

 


“Yes, hardware. The word is the same in German. Nuts
and bolts, screws and nails, wing nuts and such.”

 


“Wing nuts? Was ist das?”

 


“Flügelmutter. Wing nuts. My mother has a loom in dire need of repair. I
promised Mum that I would fix it.”

 


“You have a mother?” Gerhard laughed. “The bastard
son of England who brings me chocolate has a mother?”

 


“Yes, the bastard son of England
who brings you chocolate has a mother. But you know this already,
as you are a bastard son yourself raised by wolves. Now, if we are
done insulting each other, will you help me or not? I need for you
to leave the schalthaus
door unlocked tonight. Or, if you wish, you can
hand me a key. I will return it next time.”

 


“No key for you,” Gerhard said firmly. “But tonight,
at the changing of the guard. Come then.”

 


“Danke schön.” Newkirk thanked the man in German and turned to
leave.

 


The risks and dangers of crossing
the border from Belgium into Holland and back again, as Newkirk
sometimes did, were not to be underestimated. The
Campine region —
Kempen, in Dutch — was
an inhospitable, sparsely-populated, windswept countryside swollen
with wetlands, moors, dwarf pines, and barren hills of sandy heath.
Few could safely run the border without proper papers or, better
still, the cooperation of a properly bribed German soldier like
Gerhard.

 


Three years ago, when the border
fence first went up and was electrified, no one was sure about the
electric wire, not even the German soldiers that walked its
length. Was the wire truly live?
Or was it just a ploy by the Hun to scare people
from trying to cross? And how dangerous
was it really? Electricity had only
recently come to the rural areas of Belgium. For most citizens, the
very idea of electricity bordered on science fiction, like Jules
Verne and one of his fantastic machines. Would contact with the wire give a man a shock, or would it
kill him dead?

 


Newkirk knew the dangerous truth about the wire and
he respected it. Two thousand volts was enough to kill a man. A
wooden barrel was the only safe way through for a man without
papers.

 


 



CHAPTER THREE

 


The Next Day

August 11, 1918

Occupied Belgium

 


“You came back,” Vrouw Vanhoven remarked with open
surprise. “I was not convinced that you would.”

 


“You must learn to trust me,” Newkirk said. “I
promised you that I would return, and here I am.”

 


Newkirk handed her the tin and she pried open the
lid. A collection of bolts and wing nuts fell into her expectant
hand.

 


“You brought them!” she exclaimed happily. “Thank you
so much.”

 


“I looked up the word last night.”

 


“The word? What word?”

 


“Tambour.
I looked up the word last night in the dictionary at the monastery
where I am staying.” It was a small lie, but he could hardly be
expected to tell her about Gerhard and the schalthaus.

 


“You live with monks? You hardly seem the sort.”

 


“The monks detest the
Bosch as much as you.
So, when I come through country, it is safe for me to stay with
them. I looked up the word tambour
last night in their dictionary. The monks have a
large one in their library. It means ‘drum’, like you said. But I
was also right. Tambour
is an architectural term. It refers to the
inverted bell of the Corinthian capital, around which are carved
acanthus leaves for decoration. The term applies equally well to
the wall of a circular structure, whether on the ground or raised
aloft on pendentives and carrying a dome.”

 


“Mr. Newkirk, I can see that being on the right side
of an argument is of great importance to you. British vindication
and all that, I suppose.”

 


“No need for Mister. Mallory will do.” Then Newkirk
became increasingly business-like. “This village of yours — Lommel
— is so close to the border, one can practically see Holland from
your front porch.”

 


Lady Vanhoven laughed, an easy, older-woman laugh.
“My front porch faces south, young man. Holland is the opposite
direction, north. I pray you follow orders better than you locate
points on a compass.”

 


“I follow orders just fine, thank you. But speaking
of points on a compass, yesterday when I was here, I could not help
but notice you keep a carrier pigeon as a house guest. I saw its
perch. You know, I cannot risk having a message sent by carrier
pigeon which in any way broadcasts my presence here.”

 


“Honestly, Mr. Newkirk, what do you take me for? You
are hardly the kind of news we broadcast from here by carrier
pigeon. Our pigeon service does but one thing, and that is to
provide support to our network of safehouses.”

 


“I recognize how it is done,” Newkirk replied tartly.
“I was attached to Signal Corps before I was recruited for my
present assignment. Homing pigeons have been a tool of war for
practically as long as there has been war. A simple means for a
mobile ground force to communicate with a stationary
headquarters.”

 


“Yes, I know how it is done as well,” Vrouw Vanhoven
replied with equal starch. “The trick is to place their food source
at one location and their home at another. In this way, pigeons
have been trained to fly back and forth between the two locations
up to twice in one day. The birds are reliable. They can manage
roundtrip flights of up to one hundred miles, certainly far enough
for my needs.”

 


“And what exactly are your needs?” Newkirk asked.

 


“It is a bit like your Reuters News Agency,” she
answered. “I deliver the news by carrier pigeon. Back in the day,
Paul Reuter employed a fleet of forty-five of his best trained
birds to deliver news and stock prices between Brussels, Belgium
and Aachen, Germany.”

 


“Back in the day, as you say — what was so grandly
important about Aachen, Germany? Hardly a seat of power.”

 


“Perhaps not today, but once. Charlemagne is buried
there. Aachen is still of great strategic importance. The city lies
directly at the border between Germany, Belgium, and the
Netherlands. The terminus of the first telegraph line ever laid
down is at Aachen. The outcome of the Battle of Waterloo was
delivered to England via carrier pigeon.”

 


“He was a Jew, you know,” Newkirk said.

 


“Charlemagne? Don’t be silly.”

 


“Not Charlemagne, Reuters. He was a Jew.”

 


“No, I did not know,” Vrouw Vanhoven replied. “And
even if I did know, why would I care?”

 


“Converted to Christianity when he emigrated to Great
Britain. Paul Julius Freiherr von Reuter. Originally, Israel Beer
Josaphat. German-born, British entrepreneur. I am uncertain how I
feel about the Jews.”

 


“I know precisely how I feel about bigots.”

 


“You make your point as subtly as ever, Vrouw
Vanhoven.”

 


Newkirk paused to let the awkward moment pass. “Will
those wing nuts I brought you do the trick?” he asked, digging in
his pocket. “I brought you extras, you see.”

 


“As far as spies go, I cannot tell whether you are
very smart or very dumb.”

 


Newkirk cocked his head slightly to one side but did
not reply.

 


“That is what you are, is it not? A spy?”

 


“It is what I do, not who I am,” he replied. “Is my
being a spy a problem for you? Because if it is, I can leave.”

 


She shook her head. “No more of a problem for me than
you being a bigot. In any event, I am quite accustomed to keeping
secrets, and I have plenty of my own to keep.”

 


“Okay, then. What I have here is a blank sheet of
paper. I am going to fold it in two.” He did. “Then, I am going to
fold it in two again.” He did. “Then, I am going to fold it in two
for a third time.” He did. “This is the size of the hidden pocket I
want you to make for me.”

 


“Hidden pocket?”

 


“Yes, a hidden pocket fashioned from a piece of
cloth. In a few days’ time, when you are done with your embroidery
work, I will again return, this time bearing the actual message I
need sewn into the pocket. For security purposes, I will need to be
present and actually watch you sew the pocket shut with my message
inside. For the time being, use this blank sheet of folded paper to
get the size right. The pocket needs to be somewhat larger than
this.” He handed her the folded sheet of paper.

 


“But this hidden pocket — what exactly am I to do
with it? You said something about embroidery work.”

 


“Indeed, I did. You are known throughout the
land for the utility and beauty of the cotton flour sacks you
embroider. Everyone knows what a wonderful job you do. Begin by
choosing a design. The War Office recommends the Belgian coat of
arms. Make a cloth pocket of the proper size. Make the pocket large
enough to accommodate my folded sheet of paper. Hide the pocket
within the design. Behind the black shield portion of the crest,
for example. If you do as good a job as I know you will, this might
just work. Your impressive handiwork will almost certainly help us
win the war.”

 


“Okay, my British friend who brings me wing nuts, I
see now what it is you want me to do. But I still have one question
for you.”

 


“Yes?”

 


“Are you telling me the truth? Or are you telling me
what I want to hear?”

 


“I do not get your meaning.”

 


“If I do this certain thing for
you, Mr. Newkirk, will it actually help defeat the
Bosch? Or, is that just
what you were instructed to tell me?”

 


“Yes, of course, I was told to tell you that. But
that hardly makes the statement any less true.”

 


“Good, because beating those swine into submission is
all I care about, all I ever think about.”

 


“Your stitchwork will almost
certainly help defeat the Bosch. The contents of my message
could turn the tide of war forever in our favor. If the Hun were to
intercept my message or somehow get hold of it, the secret device
would almost certainly be used by them against us.”

 


“So, I had better do a good job. How long do I have
to complete the work?”

 


“Three days, maybe five.”

 


“Not long enough. This is a complicated design you
have asked me to embroider. It will require many hours of close,
delicate work. My eyes are old and tired. This cannot be done in
three days. Plus, I do not have enough of the right color threads.
Not for the entire coat of arms, not even for the Lesser
Version.”

 


“Five days, then,” he said. “And do not fret the
threads. I have brought with me threads of the right color, and in
sufficient quantity. I have also brought with me several sturdy
flour sacks to choose from, complete with mill markings.”

 


Newkirk reached down and pulled from his small
haversack a collection of cotton flour sacks, multiple strands of
silken floss in scarlet red, golden yellow, and midnight black,
along with a sketch and a small colorful painting of the Belgian
coat of arms.

 


Then, he heard an unexpected sound outside the
cottage. The noise gave him a start. “I must go,” Newkirk suddenly
said. “I have been here too long already.”

 


She nodded quietly and pointed towards the doorway.
Newkirk returned her nod as he pulled the door shut behind him and
left.

 


## ##

 


As soon as the man from MI6 left, Vrouw
Vanhoven assembled her tools — a trio of her finest sharp needles,
a reliable needle threader, silver thimble, and a small cake of
beeswax to strengthen the embroidery threads. Also, a tambour
hook.

 


In its most magnificent form, the Belgian
coat of arms was large and highly detailed, far too intricate a
pattern to build on a canvas as crude as a cotton flour sack. Less
detailed versions of the crest were commonplace and today she was
working from an expertly-done sketch Newkirk had given her of the
Lesser Version.

 


She chose one of the flour sacks he had given
her, then set to work on it with one of her largest needles. The
first step was to prick holes into the sketch of the coat of arms
using the point of her largest needle.

 


Next, she carefully stretched the double
layers of the flour sack onto the wooden tambour frame her husband
had so lovingly built for her years ago, before this terrible
war.

 


A scroll frame of this sort kept the entire
piece of fabric taut, rather than just the small section being
worked. It was made of four pieces of wood: two rollers for the top
and base, plus two side pieces. Each of the rollers had a piece of
fabric securely tacked along it, as well as a series of holes in
its ends to anchor the side pieces. They could be secured in place
with a pair of wing nuts, one at either end, to adjust the width of
the frame and the tautness of the stretched fabric. The ends of the
ground fabric were sewn to the rollers, which were turned or
repositioned until the area of the fabric to be worked was
stretched within the frame.

 


Then she pinned the pricked sketch onto the
ground material, which was the flour sack, and, using the “prick
and pounce” method, sprinkled fine charcoal ash into the prick
holes, thus transferring the outline of the coat of arms onto the
underlying cloth.

 


The shield portion of the design matched the
dark rectangular trademark of the American mill that manufactured
the sack. Its faded black background would also help disguise the
secret pocket she was about to construct from smooth cloth and sew
into place.

 


Vanhoven knew her craft. She knew that the
backside of any embroidered flour sack would leave small knots and
pieces of thread showing. The smooth cloth pocket would have to do
so as well. She wisely stitched knots on the area where the pocket
would be placed.

 


She designed a second,
smaller piece of cloth as the black escutcheon, or shield, with its
raised Leo Belgicus — Belgian Lion — rampant in velvet stitches of golden yellow
thread, again adding detail and camouflaged dimension to the
finished pocket covering.

 


After completing the shield portion, Vrouw
Vanhoven slowly embroidered out from the center of the design to
its edges, employing a variety of stitches — chains, stems,
bullions, interlocking blankets, and damasks. With these embroidery
stitches, she completed the complex royal crown, the intricate
crossed scepters, and the lacey collar of the Order of Leopold, all
elements of the Belgian coat of arms.

 


With extra care and golden floss, she
stitched the Belgian motto into the scarlet red banner under the
collar of the Order — “L’Union Fait La Force,” Unity Makes
Strength. Then, using the last of her black satin floss, she
stitched a message beneath the coat of arms design — “Merci á
l’Amerique” — Thank you, America.

 


 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Seven Months Earlier

January 27, 1918

Southern England

 


“A Camel’s not a Jenny,” the training officer
said. “You would be well advised to get that into your thick
Doughboy heads, miladies — and don’t you never forget it. A Sopwith
Camel is unforgiving. Never let loose’a that stick, not ever, not
even to pick your bloody nose.”

 


The pilots of the 17th Aero Squadron were
gathered around Captain Arthur Brown and his Sopwith Camel in the
aeroplane hangar. Captain Brown wore a leather flight jacket with
thick wool lining, waterproof and warm. Beneath it, a pair of
Sidcot coveralls, three layers fashioned together as one.

 


After completing basic
training with the British RFC in Toronto, Canada, and following
intensive flight training at Camp Taliaferro near Fort Worth,
Texas, the men of the 17th boarded a ship bound for Great Britain.
Two days ago, they arrived here in Britain from the United States,
having spent the prior week as passengers onboard the RMS
Carmania, one ship among
many in a cross-ocean convoy. This was the Americans’ second
morning in Great Britain, January 27, 1918.

 


Everyone on the airbase was
abuzz. Last night had been a night of firsts in the darkened skies
east of London. Two Sopwith Camels from 40 Squadron brought down a
German Gotha in flames at Frund’s farm, Wickford. The Gotha was a
heavy bomber used with much success by the Luftstreitkräfte (Imperial German
Air Service).

 


The victory over the Gotha was notable because it
marked the first time a British night fighter had been victorious
against a winged enemy bomber. Hydrogen-gas-filled Zeppelins had
been blasted from the sky in the past, but never once a heavy
bomber. This was a first.

 


The victory over the Gotha was achieved without
radar, without radio telephony, and with only the comparatively
primitive aid of a Neame illuminated gunsight. Both pilots of last
night’s engagement would be awarded the Distinguished Flying
Cross.

 


People on the ground were not as fortunate as those
in the air. Sixty-seven people were killed. Nearly two hundred more
were injured. The casualties included fourteen dead and a like
number injured while trying to take cover in a Tube Station
doubling as a bomb shelter. The frenzied mob had been set in motion
by the sounds of a battery of maroons, British fireworks that made
a loud bang. The maroons were meant to warn people of an imminent
air raid. Instead of saving people’s lives, they had cost them. The
warning sounds led to a panicked stampede.

 


Another eleven were injured by shrapnel from
anti-aircraft fire. Many of the remaining casualties were caused by
a large bomb that fell on the Odhams printing works in Long Acre.
At the time, the printshop was being used as a shelter.

 


“A Camel’s not a Jenny, like I said.”

 


Captain Brown slapped his gloved hands together to
keep them limber and the blood circulating. The winter air along
the southern coast of England was cold and damp, and the heavy
portable tent that doubled as an aircraft hangar did not provide
much in the way of protection from the elements. Captain Brown was
a Canadian by birth, a man accustomed to cold winters; but nothing
like this. Back home, the winter air was dry and frigid, not cold
and wet. The bone-chilling dampness took some getting used to.

 


Captain Brown frowned and continued. “You lads
trained back home on Curtiss Jennys. But to fly a Camel, you need
to retrain your hands and your minds. Camels handle differently
from what you have become used to. Camels require you to adjust
your reflexes. These birds are twitchy and fast-turning, like
nothing you have ever seen or flown. The Camels are heavier than
the Sopwith Pups on which they are based. Heavier, but with a
bigger and more robust engine. You will find that the torque effect
in a right-handed turn is quite astonishing.”

 


“A flying coffin, is it, Sarge?” Lt. Howard C. Knotts
wanted to know. Before the war concluded that November, Knotts
would down six enemy aircraft, becoming one of several confirmed
Aces in the group. Despite his awesome flying skills, Knotts would
himself be shot down and forced to take up residence as a
prisoner-of-war.

 


“Not ‘xactly a flying coffin,” Brown answered. “But,
fully loaded, she can be twitchy as a witch’s little sister on
take-off. —And you ladies will address me as Captain or Sir or
Boss, never as Sarge. We clear?”

 


Lt. Knotts nodded sheepishly. “Meant no disrespect,
Sir.”

 


“What do you mean when you say twitchy?” Lt. Howard
Burdick asked. Before the war was over, Burdick would have eight
confirmed kills, three of them shared with other men.

 


Captain Brown placed his hand on the aircraft near
the pilot’s seat, about one-third of the way down the fuselage from
the nose. “Practically the entire weight of the aeroplane is
concentrated right here, within this short section of fuselage.
Engine, guns, pilot, fuel. All right here. Packed close together.
Within a short length of no more than seven feet.”

 


There was an audible gasp among the gathered pilots.
The Americans had trained on Curtiss JN-4’s, the so-called Jenny, a
very reliable American-built biplane. The Curtiss had been designed
by an Englishman, formerly of the Sopwith Aviation Company. Despite
their commonalities, the JN-4’s flight characteristics were
decidedly different from those of the Camel.

 


After much provocation, the United States of America
declared war on Kaiser Wilhelm II’s German Empire on April 6, 1917.
The 17th Aero Squadron was organized as a United States Army unit a
month later, on May 13, 1917, soon to become a Day Pursuit Fighter
Squadron. The Squadron was dispatched to Toronto, Canada on a warm
fall day, August 2nd, to be trained by the Royal Flying Corps as
pilots and mechanics, ninety-nine men from thirty-five U.S.
states.

 


Then, on October 12, 1917, the men were dispatched to
Hicks Field near Fort Worth, Texas for further training, where they
uncrated
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