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				I think it is well also for the man in the street to realize that there is no power on earth that can protect him from being bombed. Whatever people may tell him, the bomber will always get through….

				The only defense is in offense, which means that you have to kill more women and children more quickly than the enemy if you want to save yourselves…. If the conscience of the young men should ever come to feel, with regard to this one instrument, that it is evil and should go, the thing will be done….

				Well, as I say, the future is in their hands. But when the next war comes, and European civilization is wiped out, as it will be, and by no force more than that force, then do not let them lay blame on the old men. Let them remember that they, principally, or they alone, are responsible for the terrors that have fallen upon the earth.

				—British prime minister Stanley Baldwin, November 10, 1932

			

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

		

	
		
			
			WINSTON CHURCHILL

			NOVEMBER 16, 1934

			LONDON, ENGLAND

			10 P.M.

			Winston Churchill obsesses about Adolf Hitler. Even if the rest of civilization does not.

			The parliamentary gadfly sits before a new British Broadcasting Corporation Type A microphone. Friday night. Pages of typewritten speech arranged in a neat pile on the small, angled desk before him. Rain pattering out on Portland Place. Brick walls absorb the rumble of Bakerloo line Underground trains one hundred feet below. Churchill removes the cigar from the corner of his mouth. Draws a breath, focuses on the first sentence.

			Cries wolf.

			“I have but a short time to deal with this enormous subject. I beg you therefore to weigh my words with the attention and thought which I have given them,” the fifty-nine-year-old implores the people of Britain. Breath of Hine’s brandy, Stilton cheese, the Cuban.

			Churchill’s career is in reverse. Once the holder of high offices in the government, the politician is now a figure of scorn and ridicule. His jeremiad is unpopular and out of touch with Britain’s anti-war sentiment. This makes him only more determined that his message must be heard.

			“It is startling and fearful to realize that we are no longer safe in our island home. For nearly one thousand years England has never seen the campfires of an invader. Stormy seas and our Royal Navy have been our sure defense…. It is indeed with a pang of stabbing pain that we see all this in mortal danger. A thousand years has been spent to form a state—an hour may lay it in the dust.

			“What shall we do?”

			

			•   •   •

			“Causes of War” is the theme of this evening’s broadcast, part of a series featuring prominent English thinkers. The first two speakers treated their discourse as an intellectual exercise, fawning over their topic with minutiae about arms manufacturing and flawed treaties. Their focus was a hypothetical conflict, war in the abstract.
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			But Churchill does not think another great war in Europe might happen—he is convinced it will happen. And now is the time to prepare.

			“Only a few hours away by air there dwells a nation of nearly seventy million of the most educated, industrious, scientific people in the world, who are being taught from childhood to think of war as a glorious exercise and death in battle as the noblest deed for man. There is a nation which has abandoned all its liberties in order to augment its collective strength. There is a nation which with all its strength and virtue is in the grip of a group of ruthless men preaching a gospel of intolerance and racial pride unrestrained by law, by Parliament, or by public opinion. In that country, all pacifist speeches, all morbid books, are forbidden or suppressed and the authors rigorously imprisoned.

			“From their new table of commandments they have omitted: Thou shalt not kill.

			“It is but twenty years since these neighbors of ours fought almost the whole world and almost defeated them. Now they are rearming with the utmost speed. And ready to their hands is this new lamentable weapon of the air against which a navy has no defense and before which women and children, the weak and the frail, the pacifist and the jingo, the warrior and the civilian, the frontline trenches and the cottage home all lie in equal peril. Nay, worse still, for with the new weapon has come a new method or has come back the most brutish method of ancient barbarism—the possibility of compelling the submission of races by torturing their civil population. And worst of all, the more civilized the country is, the larger, more splendid its cities, the more intricate the structure of its social and economic life.”

			

			•   •   •

			Churchill speaks of Adolf Hitler’s Germany.

			The strongman’s Nazi Party grew from a fringe Bavarian group to national power between 1920 and now. British intelligence estimates the dictator’s private army of “storm troopers” numbers more than four hundred thousand. These thugs can be seen roaming the streets of Berlin, beating and whipping anyone suspected of being anti-Nazi. At the sight of Adolf—and no one ever calls him that—these excitable gangs raise their right arms in salute, bellowing “Heil Hitler.”

			The Nazi leader’s response is a simple lifting of his palm in acceptance, a Caesar, his power assured.

			As Churchill speaks on the radio tonight, it is just three months since the death of Germany’s elected president, eighty-six-year-old Paul von Hindenburg. Hitler, who had served as chancellor, quickly seized control, forming an all-powerful dictatorship. He is not the president, nor the chancellor, but the omnipotent Führer und Reichskanzler des Deutschen Volkes—“leader and reich chancellor of the German people.”

			Or just führer.

			Winston Churchill has followed Hitler’s violent ascent from a distance. He even attempted to meet the führer during a recent visit to Germany but was denied. Hitler saw no sense in spending time with a man possessing no political power. Now Churchill’s personal mission includes keeping careful track of Germany’s illegal military buildup, and even constructing a network of informants to spy on the Nazi war machine. In this way, he often shocks the House of Commons by presenting outrageous but true statistics about the growing threat. These figures, which many members of Parliament refuse to believe, are not designed to lead Britain into war, but to build the defenses necessary to protect his nation when war arrives. “To urge the preparation of defense is not to assert the imminence of war,” he will tell Parliament on November 28. “On the contrary, if war were imminent, preparations for defense would be too late.”

			Churchill well knows Adolf Hitler’s twisted plans include more than just conquest: All enemies of the German government are being rooted out—lawyers, homosexuals, Roma, Communists, and Jews. Hitler reserves his greatest hatred for all things Jewish, a people he blames for the nation’s Great War defeat.

			To the citizens of Germany, Hitler makes that outrageous claim, building rabid national sentiment against the very existence of Jewish people so he might one day succeed in their extermination. Already, a concentration camp known as Dachau, devoted to the torture, prosecution, and execution of Jews and political prisoners, opened outside Munich in 1933.

			But to the people of Great Britain, Adolf Hitler tells a very different lie: Germany does not want war with Europe. She is a buffer state, protecting the continent against the Soviet Union and the spread of global Communism.

			And England believes it.

			The British like Hitler.

			A lot.

			Winston Churchill now asks the nation to wake up and confront reality: “These are facts. Hard, grim, indisputable facts, and in face of these facts, I ask again:

			“What are we to do?”

			

			•   •   •

			“I have come to the conclusion—reluctantly I admit—that we cannot get away. Here we are. We must make the best of it, but do not, I beg you, underrate the risks, the grievous risks, we have to run. I hope, I pray, and on the whole, grasping the larger hope, I believe that no war will fall upon us. But if in the near future the Great War of 1914 is resumed again in Europe after the armistice, for that is what it may come to under different conditions, in different combinations no doubt, if that should happen no one can tell where and how it would end. Or whether sooner or later we should not be dragged into it, as the USA was dragged in against their will in 1917. Whatever happened, and whatever we did, it would be a time of frightful danger for us.

			“First, we must, without another day’s delay, begin to make ourselves at least the strongest airpower in the European world. By this means we shall recover to a very large extent the safety which we formerly enjoyed through our navy, and through our being an island. By this means we shall free ourselves from the dangers of being blackmailed against our will either to surrender….

			“May God protect us all.”

		

	
		
			
			R. J. MITCHELL

			MAY 11, 1936

			SOUTHAMPTON, ENGLAND

			AFTERNOON

			R. J. Mitchell is dying.

			A year and a half has passed since Winston Churchill’s “Causes of War” speech. The aircraft designer sits alone in his Rolls-Royce with the butter-yellow door panels, parked to one side of Eastleigh Aerodrome’s grass runway. Sandy blond hair combed straight back, tweed coat, and knotted tie, colostomy bag anchored to left hip. Mitchell is forty, too young to leave behind a wife and a sixteen-year-old son but accomplished enough to have been awarded one of Britain’s top honors by King George V—and this fancy car from the world-famous auto manufacturer.[*1]

			Mitchell draws on his pipe. Never takes his eyes off a fighter prototype purring over the quilted green Hampshire countryside. The aircraft banks to land. Today’s test pilot steers toward the airstrip in a wide arc rather than approaching the runway directly. If anyone else was sitting in the Rolls and cared to ask, Mitchell would explain why the two-bladed propeller and the 900-horsepower V-12 Merlin engine in the nose, the fuel tank behind the Merlin but in front of the cockpit, and the tail-dragger landing gear make Sussex-born Jeffrey Quill’s roundabout pattern necessary.

			The answer, Mitchell would point out, is simple—and R.J. is a huge believer in the power of a simple explanation: Quill will be flying blind once the nose tilts upward in the last seconds before touchdown. The flier will be able to look out the canopy to the right and left, but the long forward section of the fuselage will block his frontal view. The approach is reconnaissance, a last full view of the runway to ensure there are no obstacles or other chances for ground collision.

			Were he not alone, R. J. Mitchell might also talk at length about the concentric square tubing of the new plane’s wing spars, the monocoque aluminum skin, the four Browning machine guns inside each wing, and the eighty thousand rivets holding it all together. And the engineer knows by heart precise reasons why the revolutionary elliptical wing means a pronounced advantage in aerial combat—should the rumored war in Europe ever take place.

			But right now it is enough for a solitary Reginald Joseph “Reg” Mitchell to set details aside and simply watch fuselage number K5054 fly. A pilot himself, he scrutinizes this final approach. Mitchell sees it all. The engineer has conceived twenty-four aircraft—everything from flying boats to bombers—since assuming the role of chief engineer at Supermarine Aviation Works in 1920.

			This is his first fighter.

			And what a warrior she is, arguably the most nimble aircraft to ever take flight. A fighter aircraft’s primary role is to attack other planes, and K5054 appears quite prepared to do just that. But R. J. Mitchell knows she is still a far cry from the airborne killing machine he promised Britain’s Air Ministry. There is still much work to do.

			His pilots disagree.

			“Don’t change a thing,” proclaimed Supermarine’s lead test pilot, thirty-one-year-old Mutt Summers, upon completing the maiden flight. High praise coming from a salty career flier who earned his nickname by urinating on the rear wheel before climbing into a cockpit.

			That date was March 6, two months ago, back when the new plane was supposed to be a secret. Sharp-eyed Portsmouth residents, so used to witnessing Mitchell’s revolutionary designs take flight, made a fuss about the unique appearance. K5054 looks different from anything the locals have ever seen.

			And this new plane is fast.

			Very fast.

			For all the many times the people of Portsmouth have craned their necks upward as the loud and lonely thrum of an aircraft engine pierced the calm of a blue-sky day, this fighter is the closest thing to a speeding bullet they have ever seen.
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			Supermarine has yet to publicly acknowledge the prototype, but as the date for mass production draws near, cryptic advertisements in London newspapers seek men qualified as “bench fitters, sheet metal workers, panel beaters, toolmakers, and assemblers, used to light and actual engineering. Applicants must be able to work to drawings.”[*2]

			The mystery will be revealed soon enough. Next month’s Hendon Air Show in North London will be a coming-out party for K5054. British dailies will write of Mitchell’s design: “the abolition of everything which could even slightly retard its speed through the air has been carried to a fine art. The fuselage is slim, the wings are cantilever, and there are no bracing wires at all. The outer covering of the wings as well as fuselage is of metal, and the paint which covers the metal is highly polished, for even a rough surface will produce what is known as skin friction and will reduce the speed.”

			Even when not in flight, the Guardian will add, “the machine as it stood on the ground showed speed in every line.”

			R. J. Mitchell revels in the praise. The broad-shouldered engineer was an athlete before cancer. Cricket and tennis are no longer part of his life, but he still nurses a deep competitive streak. Mitchell keeps a close eye on rival manufacturer Hawker Aircraft and designer Sydney Camm—at forty-two, two years R.J.’s senior but still undeniably a young man with the same visionary mindset. Hawker is currently working on its own new fighter named the Hurricane.
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			But Mitchell enjoys being one step ahead. Though similar in appearance to K5054, Camm’s design is slower, a throwback to a previous era when cockpits were open to the wind and rain; when landing gear was fixed into position, not folding neatly into the undercarriage after takeoff; when wings were stacked one on top of the other, wrapped in canvas, braced with wires and struts. Indeed, the wood-framed Hurricane is based on a biplane known as the Fury. Five years into its military service, Fury is already obsolete.

			R. J. Mitchell has the design edge over Hawker for now, but only as long as he continues making K5054 better. There are nuances to perfect before transitioning from prototype to mass production: the piston-driven engine tends to stall in a steep dive, the fuel tank’s forward position represents a fire risk to the pilot, 20mm cannon might be a better choice than .50-caliber guns, and so on. Mitchell will find his answer by questioning test pilot Quill about today’s performance after he lands, then retreating into his office at Supermarine. His personal secretary Vera Cross will halt all visitors and hold all calls until the designer emerges with a solution. “His mood is not right,” Miss Cross will warn. “Better leave it until later.”

			Yet design changes trouble Mitchell far less than the name his corporate bosses are giving the new creation.

			Mitchell prefers the “Shrew.”

			Shrews are mammalian killing machines, some of the most voracious predators on earth.

			No matter. Supermarine’s sobriquet is infinitely more evocative:

			“Spitfire.”

			It’s what Supermarine chairman Sir Robert McLean calls his daughter Ann.[*3]

			Reg Mitchell loathes the name.

			
			

			•   •   •

			Salt breeze blows in from the Solent. Sky robin’s-egg blue. The air inside Mitchell’s Rolls is a cloying blend of pipe tobacco and stoma, humming with the full-throated growl of K5054’s approaching Merlin.[*4]

			Mitchell sucks on his pipe. The diagnosis was a shock. There is no known correlation between smoking and cancer. What began as a single rogue cell became many, growing into tumors, multiplying as the disease traveled through bloodstream and lymph nodes to invade internal organs.

			Surgery seems to have solved the problem. Doctors tell Mitchell there is a good chance his sickness will not return if he is cancer-free a year from August.

			That’s a long way off. So the designer focuses on the Spitfire instead of worst-case scenarios. Britain’s need for a fighter that can dive, climb, and turn with the very best in the world is immediate. For just like the destruction visited upon R. J. Mitchell’s body, a cancer has also made its presence known on the European continent. What began with Adolf Hitler’s rise to power in Germany has resulted in that nation’s military and societal overhaul. The country once crushed by World War I reparations has rearmed—secretly, at first, then openly and defiantly. Hitler commands one of the most powerful military forces in the world—and is bent on putting that juggernaut to use.

			Aerial warfare will play a defining role.

			On March 16, 1935, in defiance of strictures against German airpower that had been in place since the end of the Great War, Hitler militarized the nation’s aircraft industry.

			The Nazi Luftwaffe—“air weapon”—was not so much born as it came out of hiding. Pilots, manufacturers, and designers assumed a wartime footing. Even as Reg Mitchell studies K5054’s flight right now, German designers like Willy Messerschmitt and Kurt Tank are fine-tuning fighter aircraft of their own. Their expectations for the Bf 109 and Focke-Wulf 190 are no less demanding than Mitchell’s.

			And it’s not just fighters. Britain and Germany are also racing to produce long-range bombers.

			There is a vast difference between these two types of aircraft: it can be argued that fighters are defensive in nature, a deterrent, a protector.

			Bombers don’t protect anything.

			Bombers drop fire and brimstone from the heavens, raining instant destruction on a horrific scale.

			An ordinary British citizen—even the aviation-minded people of Portsmouth—would be hard-pressed to identify a single German aircraft on sight right now. Yet in time, they will distinguish a Heinkel bomber from a Dornier from a Junkers. Not just by silhouette, but also by speed and wasplike engine drone and size and weight of bombs spilling out their bellies. For these warplanes are the greatest threat to England’s security and sovereignty in more than a century.

			The people of Great Britain well know their nation has never been safe from attack. Invaders from Europe have assaulted the island nation numerous times:

			Julius Caesar and the Romans landed in 55 BC.

			Vikings from Scandinavia raided for five centuries beginning in the eighth century.

			William, Duke of Normandy, the illegitimate son of an unmarried French duke and his mistress, famously landed in 1066. William turned the Roman settlement of Londinium into his personal stronghold, building the fortress that would later become known as the Tower of London.

			Seven centuries after William was crowned king, London’s population was more than five hundred thousand. A century after that, its large port and magnificent buildings such as St. Paul’s Cathedral made London the island’s centerpiece. In 1707, the Kingdom of England, which included Wales, joined with Scotland to form the United Kingdom of Great Britain. Ireland would join the union in 1801.[*5]

			Raids along the English shoreline never ceased, but successful invasion and conquest of Great Britain ended with William the Conqueror, as the bastard became known.

			Naval power made the difference.

			Initially slow to grasp the notion of strength on the seas, England was transformed by the establishment of the Royal Navy in 1546. A kingdom united by name and treaty became even more joined by the defensive wall provided by naval force. The English Channel and the North Sea—the cold, dark, watery bodies separating Great Britain from Europe—became the world’s most impregnable moat. The British slept well, assured no foreign power would surprise them in the middle of the night.

			Then came aircraft.

			In January 1915, Kaiser Wilhelm of Germany authorized the aerial bombardment of England. The first attack on London was that May, killing twenty-eight people and wounding sixty. On September 8, 1915, motor-driven German Zeppelin L13 dropped a half ton of bombs on Central London. The Royal Navy’s defensive cordon meant nothing, particularly to the twenty-two Londoners in Aldersgate who died that day. By the end of May 1916, five hundred fifty Britons had been killed by German bombs.[*6]

			The terror of being killed from the skies was so great that the Treaty of Versailles, signed to end the Great War, specifically forbade Germany from possessing aerial weapons of war.

			Too late. No treaty could diminish mankind’s thrall for strategic bombing.

			In the abstract, strategic means factories, bridges, barracks, airfields, and all other targets connected with military power. Inevitably, those German bombs also fell on churches, libraries, grocery stores, pubs, and people out for a Sunday stroll, turning ordinary citizens into pink vapor. This shattering of civilian morale gave a new definition to strategic.

			But as the British learned in the summer of 1916, when their fighter aircraft used incendiary bullets to set Zeppelins ablaze over London, strategic also means stopping bomber aircraft from releasing their payloads by shooting them down first.

			Thus, the Spitfire.

			One month from now, on June 3, 1936, Britain’s Air Ministry will order 310 Spitfires from Supermarine. Visionary Royal Air Force air vice marshal Hugh Dowding, leader of Britain’s Fighter Command, is making the Spitfire, the Hurricane, and a new discovery known as “Radio Direction Finding” the cornerstone of his island defense.[*7]

			A triumph.

			Yet in the midst of this crowning moment, R. J. Mitchell’s doctors have news: His cancer has returned.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 The Most Excellent Order of the British Empire was founded in 1917 by King George V to reward contributions to the arts and sciences and for philanthropic service. There are several tiers to this award. Mitchell was named commander of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire (CBE) on December 29, 1931. Lower ranks are the officer of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire (OBE) and member of the Order of the British Empire (MBE).

				

				
					*2 The accepted date for the first flight of K5054 is March 5, 1936. Yet test pilot and eyewitness Jeffrey Quill states in his autobiography that March 6 is the actual moment in history. Quill restored K5054 in 1983, and it now resides in the Tangmere Museum.

				

				
					*3 Ann McLean was twenty-four at the time, soon to marry actor Robert Newton (Black Beard the Pirate; Oliver Twist; Treasure Island). Her actual childhood nickname was “Little Spitfire.” Coincidentally, as design work began on the aircraft in 1934, the Katharine Hepburn film Spitfire was released, perhaps reminding the Supermarine chairman of his daughter’s childhood moniker. When Annie Penrose, as she was known in later life, turned a hundred years old, a plane trailing a banner flew over her Falmouth home bearing the message “Happy 100th Birthday Spitfire Annie.” It’s worth noting that Sir Robert’s choice for the aircraft’s name might have been quite different if he had chosen the nickname of his younger daughter, Evelyn: Bunny.

				

				
					*4 Rolls-Royce named its aircraft piston engines after birds of prey: Eagle, Falcon, Hawk, Kestrel, Peregrine, Goshawk, Condor, Buzzard, Vulture, Griffon, and Merlin. Naming shifted to Greek gods, mythology, and rivers during the jet age. In 1969, Rolls-Royce broke with those evocative traditions by not using any name at all for the engine initially powering the 747 passenger aircraft, simply calling it RB211.

				

				
					*5 Ireland would become divided into the north and south in 1922. The newly formed Republic of Ireland would leave this kingdom after a war of independence. Northern Ireland would remain loyal to British rule, forcing a name change to the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.

				

				
					*6 A ham bone was also dropped by parachute. The bone was inside a small bag. A drawing of a zeppelin dropping a bomb on UK foreign minister “Edwart Gray.” On the other side: “A memento from starved-out Germany.”

				

				
					*7 Radio Direction Finding was the first proven method of detecting incoming enemy aircraft. RDF was later surpassed by Radio Acquired Detection and Ranging—RADAR—which became the popular term in 1942. Radar is now commonly used in lowercase to describe any sense of advance warning or intuition. In keeping with historical chronology, the term “RDF” will be used throughout Taking London.

				

			

		

	
		
			
			FOUR PILOTS

			

			The Boy

			MARCH 20, 1939

			LONDON, ENGLAND

			10 A.M.

			The next hour could forever change Geoffrey Wellum’s life.

			Or he might just be sent home.

			The nervous boy walks from the Tube station at Holborn. Left toward the Thames. Bustling Kingsway is uninspiring: bankers and clerks and secretaries, briefcases and pocketbooks with lunch tucked neatly inside, copies of the London Times and the Daily Telegraph folded under elbows. Headlines report Adolf Hitler’s invasion of Czechoslovakia five days ago, though none of the commuters show the slightest concern about what might come next.

			“Heads down, intent on another day at the office, the same sort of day as yesterday and no doubt a similar day tomorrow,” judges brown-haired Wellum, so young he still has one term left at the Forest School.

			Warm sun on his face. Small white clouds scudding across the sky, not sure whether or not they want to rain. Tomorrow is the first day of spring. Wellum combats his stomach full of raging butterflies with a single bold thought, shoving aside any notions of family tradition and parental expectation of a career in banking or some other deskbound profession:

			“I’d rather fly if they’ll have me.”

			At the corner of Aldwych, Wellum steps left into towering Adastral House, home of Great Britain’s Air Ministry. Crossing the threshold dampens his nerves. The seventeen-year-old looks like a lost child in this Monday morning hub of grown-up bureaucracy. Wellum knows this. He buttons up his courage.

			A man in uniform asks his business.

			“I’m here for an interview with the selection board for pilots in the RAF,” the teenager blurts.

			Room 21 on the third floor is filled with almost two dozen aviator candidates. Not everyone will be accepted. An impatient Geoffrey Wellum grows annoyed as one young man “speaks non-stop in spite of the fact that nobody is really listening,” detailing his solo flying experiences. A mood of competition settles over the waiting area. One by one, the would-be pilots are ushered alone into a conference room. When his turns comes, Wellum enters and hears the door close behind him. He sees a large table. Three “distinguished looking men” sit on the other side studying his imperfections. One stiff wooden chair faces the officers.

			So this is what a selection board looks like.

			Wellum is told to sit.

			He thinks the gentleman in the middle looks pleasant. The man on the right appears “harmless enough.” But the officer to the left looks fond of asking hard questions.

			The interrogation begins.

			Geoffrey Wellum is wrong—all three grill him like he is a murder suspect. Every aspect of his life is fair game, from the newspapers he reads to military knowledge. Detailed mathematical queries. Interest in cricket. Education. Wellum finds he is more well versed in the ways of the world than he realized, even knowing that the Royal Navy has no battleships on station in the Far East, only cruisers. Where that bit of trivia comes from is anyone’s guess.

			Finally, “Thank you, Mr. Wellum, for your time.” He is given a slip of blue paper and ordered to hand it to an officer outside the door.

			Then Wellum is, indeed, sent home.

			There he waits for a letter that may never come. His flight dream seems over. But then, just after Easter, “comes the welcome news that I have been accepted for pilot training.” Included in the packet are instructions to read a very specific set of books and to bring a dinner jacket on the day he reports.

			“I am going to be a pilot, and that is all that matters,” he rejoices.

			The blue chit he was given, it turns out, means he passed the interview. A pink slip would have meant a formal letter, beginning with “The Air Ministry regrets…”

			On July 28, 1939, Geoffrey Wellum presents himself at the No. 7 Elementary and Reserve Flying Training School in Desford, Leicestershire. Two hundred acres in the Midlands devoted to all things flight: hangars, mess, quarters, classrooms, gun range, squash courts, pub.

			“The Boy,” as the teenager is nicknamed, is nine rigorous months from earning his wings. He will master bureaucracy, aviation law, military discipline, navigation, armament, aerial photography, and flying—or be sent home.

			“Failure,” he writes, “doesn’t occur to me.”

			

			Handsome Richard

			JULY 28, 1939

			LYMPNE, ENGLAND

			DAY

			Richard Hillary is Below Average.

			And that is becoming a problem.

			On the same date Geoffrey Wellum begins flight training, a cocksure Hillary is close to washing out. Everything in the Australian’s life has come easy—until now. “A very casual pupil who has been slow to learn, he lacks keenness and I do not consider that he has any real interest in flying,” writes Royal Air Force flight lieutenant Peter Dicken Cracroft, commander of the Oxford University Flying Squadron.

			The assessment form offers Cracroft the choice between designating Hillary as Exceptional, Above Average, Average, or Below Average. The thirty-one-year-old lieutenant has spent two years training college boys to become pilots. Observing young men under extreme duress qualifies him as an expert in character judgment.

			Cracroft writes a bold YES next to the last choice.

			Richard Hillary is nineteen. Two years into Oxford. Rows crew. Known for his sexual appetite. Proudly wears his hair too long for RAF regulations, over his ears and collar, like at school. Asked to describe himself on the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve application, Hillary writes of being just over six feet tall, possessing a thirty-seven-inch chest, blond hair, gray eyes, and a scar under his chin from a childhood accident.
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			That will not be the last blemish on his otherwise unmarked face.

			The young pilot pens stories for the university newspaper and longs to be a writer. But that career must wait. With war looming, his immediate ambition is to fly in the RAF. “In a fighter plane, I believe, we have found a way to return to war as it ought to be, war which is individual combat between two people, in which one either kills or is killed,” he tells a friend who plans to sit out the war as a pacifist.

			“I shan’t be sitting behind a long-range gun working out how to kill people sixty miles away. I shan’t get maimed. Either I shall get killed or I shall get a few pleasant putty medals and enjoy being stared at in a night-club.”

			Hillary’s blasé affectation and entitled behavior have long been his downfall, and he doesn’t care. Despite the enormous charm he shows beautiful women, the pilot trainee was thrown off a Trinity shell for “lack of enthusiasm and cooperation.” Hillary himself admits to being “disillusioned and spoiled.” As Flight Lieutenant Cracroft’s assessment shows, those habits now threaten Sergeant Hillary’s chances of earning his pilot’s wings.

			Yet while he does not show it on the surface, a powerful new motivation grips Richard Hillary:

			Reality.

			Below Average will not see him pilot a single-seat fighter aircraft. Women will not smile seductively at him in nightclubs, marveling at the silver wings on his chest and the tailored drape of his air force blue tunic. There will be no aerial jousting. Instead, he will be sent to bombers, with their big crews of men squeezed inside a long, narrow fuselage, or to a squadron of two-man, open-cockpit Fairey Swordfish, a torpedo bomber and suicide machine so outdated that Wilbur and Orville Wright might have sketched its original design.[*1]

			That is, if Hillary gets his wings at all.

			
				
			

			The Veteran

			AUGUST 27, 1939

			TANGMERE, ENGLAND

			DAY

			Flight Lieutenant Peter Townsend is ready.

			Hurricane pilot. Twenty-four. Joined the RAF nine years ago. Destined to be involved in a scandal not of his making.

			The mood at 43 Squadron here in West Sussex is calm. Countryside. Close to the ocean. Yet war has arrived. Pilots are always at the ready. Planes fueled. Guns primed. Anticipation carries on the wind, informing every word, thought, and action.

			Townsend and 43 went through the same drill one year ago, sleeping in tents near the runway, working with ground crews to belt ammunition, and improvising camouflage by slathering their silver aircraft with brown and green paint. This application increases drag and slows the planes, but sun bouncing off the skin of a shiny metal fuselage is a beacon to enemy fighters. Townsend believes this necessary desecration of their beautiful Hawker Furies was “an act of vandalism.”

			The squadron’s work was for naught. British prime minister Neville Chamberlain visited Adolf Hitler for what became known as the Munich Conference. The squadron set aside their paintbrushes to stand down as Chamberlain returned to England with a promise of “peace in our time.”

			Hawker Furies are lithe biplanes with fixed landing gear and a top speed of 210 miles per hour. German fighters are 100 knots quicker, and able to climb higher and dive faster. The Fury is not a weapon but “a delightful plaything,” in Townsend’s words, the sort of plane a civilian gentleman flies for fun on a peaceful Sunday afternoon. “The Fury was sensual, thrilling, like a lovely girl, perfect in looks and manners,” he now remembers fondly. If it had come to war, odds are that Townsend and his Fury would be shot from the sky.

			Salvation arrives two months after Chamberlain’s appeasement of Hitler. Gone is the Fury, and with it the fantasy that biplanes are still relevant in aerial combat. In its place, Hawker’s muscular new weapon of war, the Hurricane, a broadsword to the Fury’s penknife. Flight Lieutenant Townsend was immediately smitten.

			Townsend revels in flying the “Hurry.” The difference from the Fury to his audacious new fighter is that leap from flying fast in pleasant sporting fashion to balls-in-his-throat power. Top speed 6 miles per minute—almost twice as fast as the Fury. Maximum ceiling thirty-six thousand feet. Range six hundred miles. Retractable landing gear. The flight officer with an easy smile—whom some consider shy and others dashing—admits that the Hurricane lacks “the speed and glamour of the Spitfire.” Yet he delights in his aircraft, a devout believer in its performance characteristics.

			“The Hurricane,” he argues like an apostate, is “a thoroughly war-like machine.” In terse pilot tongue: “Rock solid as a platform for its eight Browning machine guns, highly maneuverable despite its large proportions, and with an excellent view from the cockpit.”

			Still, the Hurricane punishes bad pilots. The unforgiving nature of its design demands precise handling, especially at low altitude. At night, the Merlin in the nose blinds the pilot by shooting blue flame from the exhausts—a color that turns to yellow when the engine loses all power, as it is prone to do. Townsend has personally endured a loss of hydraulic brakes and witnessed a fellow pilot crash and burn when misjudging a night landing.

			For Pete Townsend, that is a regretful part of getting to know his airplane—and preparing emotionally for battle.

			In Germany, the Luftwaffe High Command is developing a five-point plan for waging an air war against England. The most pertinent items for Townsend and 43 Squadron are the first and last: (1) gain total air superiority over the Royal Air Force; and (5) take London after winning the air war.

			Yet as armed conflict appears imminent once again, the veteran pilots of 43 have complete faith the battle will go their way.

			“It was the Hurricane, really, which gave us such immense confidence,” Townsend believes. “With its mighty engine, its powerful battery of guns, and its feel of swift, robust strength and the ability to outdo our enemies.”

			Townsend adds: “The Hurricane was our faithful charger and we felt supremely sure of it and ourselves.”

			

			The American

			AUGUST 30, 1939

			NEW YORK, NEW YORK

			6:37 P.M.

			Billy Fiske needs to get out of the country.

			Before it’s too late.

			Long day of waiting. Fat gray clouds and a quarter inch of drizzle. Squall looming off Connecticut. The daredevil playboy stands on the main deck of RMS Aquitania in the muggy summer air. Sixty-nine degrees. Humid. Manhattan glides past. The Empire State Building rising above a horizon of rooftops.

			Fiske might never see these sights again.

			Hard not to think like that.

			This is the last good time to sail for Europe. A French vessel, De Grasse, fled New York yesterday, carrying just thirty-four passengers. Flying a bright red Nazi swastika from her bow, Bremen, the name trimmed in gold, raced for Germany thirty minutes ago. Normandie remains tied to the end of Pier 88. The most glamorous ship in the world. Her French owners don’t want to hemorrhage money by sending an empty liner across the Atlantic—and perhaps lose their majestic vessel to submarine attack.

			They should have put to sea. Normandie will never leave New York again.[*2]

			Aquitania arrived yesterday from Southampton. She now turns right back around to make course for England before it’s war. Windows blacked out, she slips her berth seven hours late because of a customs search. Lots of empty cabins. The manifest shows 434 passengers on a ship that can transport 2,200. Sir Ronald Lindsay, British ambassador to the United States, is on board, sailing into retirement. John Rhodes Cobb, a Briton who set the world land speed record of 367 miles per hour one week ago in Utah, also travels in first class.

			This complement of minor celebrity includes Billy Fiske. Twenty-eight. American. Old-money wealthy. The two-time Olympic bobsled gold medalist served as US flag bearer during the 1932 Winter Games. Founded the first ski resort in a former silver mining town known as Aspen. Champion of the icy headfirst Cresta sled run in St. Moritz, where he is known to leap from the bar chandelier at Badrutt’s Palace Hotel in a tuxedo. Actor Cary Grant was so jealous of Fiske’s friendship with his wife that he once bribed operators at a Beverly Hills hotel to listen in on the playboy’s phone calls. Fiske’s 1938 wedding to Rose Bingham, titled Countess of Warwick during her first marriage to English aristocracy, made the society pages.[*3]

			Yet none of those are the most significant items on William Meade Lindsley Fiske’s résumé. Nor is the ironic coincidence that he was born on June 4, the same date as Great Britain’s George III, who lost the American colonies during the War of Independence.

			As he leaves America, perhaps forever, it is Fiske’s willingness to fight for England that matters most. He attended Trinity Hall at Cambridge and worked as a banker in London. Dillon, Reed & Co. called him home to their New York office for his own safety as Americans fled Britain.

			Now Billy Fiske is going back.

			“The English have been damn good to me in good times so naturally I feel I ought to try and help out if I can,” he writes to his sister, Peggy. “There are absolutely no heroics in my motives. I’m probably twice as scared as the next man, but if anything happens to me I at least feel I have done the right thing in spite of the worry to my family—which I certainly couldn’t feel if I was to sit in New York making dough.”

			Billy Fiske has an elaborate plan to join the Royal Air Force and fly fighter aircraft. He is already a trained pilot, inspired by the movie China Clipper to take flying lessons in California three years ago. He refreshed that training last year at an airfield outside London, and was awarded an Aviator’s Certificate by the Royal Aero Club of Great Britain. The daredevil currently has ninety solo hours to his credit.

			Fiske has friends in the Royal Air Force’s exclusive 601 Squadron. Formally known as the Royal Auxiliary Air Force Squadron, it is more often called the “Millionaires’ Squadron” for its affluent membership. The 601 was just called up for war. Fiske attempted to join the unit one year ago, but the RAF refused, noting America’s neutrality and stating that “it was not yet in the best interests of Britain to enlist American citizens.”

			So this time, Billy Fiske is pretending to be Canadian. As a member of the British Commonwealth, Canada is an active participant in the fighting. Now he just needs to convince an RAF selection board.

			Aquitania glides out into the Atlantic. Billy Fiske lingers on his final views of home.

			Wall Street. Brooklyn.

			Statue of Liberty backlit by the setting sun.

			Next stop: England.

			And, hopefully, a chance to wage war.

			
				Skip Notes

				
					*1 Air force blue is actually azure, a color said to represent the sky on a clear day. However romantic that might be, the hue was initially chosen by the Royal Air Force due to a surplus of twill fabric of that color in the United Kingdom during World War I. This had been intended for export to Russia for use by Czar Nicholas’s cavalrymen. The Russian Revolution ended the czar’s reign, and with it the need for blue herringbone twill. The fabric, suddenly inexpensive and coincidentally perfect to differentiate pilots from ground soldiers, was put to use by the RAF. Air forces around the world use blue to this day.

				

				
					*2 Normandie and her French crew will remain in New York, then the ship will burn and capsize in 1942. Foul play was suspected. RMS Aquitania was smaller and older than Normandie and Bremen. However, her nine hundred feet from bow to stern made her thirteen feet longer than Titanic, launched one year before Aquitania in 1911.

				

				
					*3 Grant’s wife was actress Virginia Cherrill, best known for her role with Charlie Chaplin in City Lights. Fiske produced the 1934 film version of White Heat, starring Cherrill and David Newell. She and Cary Grant divorced in 1935, after just one year of marriage.
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			THE LUFTWAFFE

			SEPTEMBER 1, 1939

			WIELUŃ, POLAND

			4:40 A.M.

			The Second World War begins now.[*1]

			Right now.

			Six years since the “bomber gets through.”

			Five years since Winston Churchill warned England this would happen.

			Three years since R. J. Mitchell and his gorgeous first Spitfire.

			One year since four RAF pilots began the transition from young men to Nazi hunters.

			And this embodiment of “sleepy little town” is defenseless, because despite many official British promises, those fliers and hundreds of RAF pilots just like them are sound asleep, not even dreaming in their wildest nightmares of flying to this sleepy little town’s rescue.

			Wieluń is wonderful. Idyllic.

			And the most alone village in the entire world.

			

			•   •   •

			Friday morning. Twenty minutes to sunrise. Empty sidewalks. Spires and chimneys looming over the village square. Homes and shops and offices rise side by side without an alley. Catholics and Jews coexisting just as easily. The town baker, fine white flour coating fists and forearms, kneads morning rye in his warm, cramped shop. Night-shift Bernardine nuns who’ve given their lives to Jesus and nursing insert bedpans between sheets at Szpital Wszystkich Świętych—All Saints Hospital.

			Nothing military about Wieluń.

			Just a village.

			But Wieluń stands between the German border and Poland’s seat of power in Warsaw. Twenty unfortunate miles in one direction and one hundred twenty in the other. The centuries have been horrible. Wieluń has been attacked, pillaged, burned, and wasted by plague. A common thread to those tragedies was a portent of doom before tragedy descended.

			Not this morning.

			Two air wings of Junkers Ju-87B Stukas took off from the asphalt runways at Nieder-Ellguth airfield in Nazi Germany at 4:02 a.m. and flew east. As Wieluń’s baker slides shaped loaves into his fiery ovens and the Bernardines collect morning ordure from their patients, whose lives they have taken a vow to protect, Hauptmann Walter Sigel guides twenty-nine aircraft from Sturzkampfgeschwader 76 and Sturzkampfgeschwader 2 Immellman toward pale orange rays of sunlight limning the horizon. Sigel is a man with high ambitions, proud in the knowledge that leading this morning’s flight is an amazing honor. Easy smile, honest face, almost too tall for the cockpit.

			Each Junkers Flugzeug-und-Motorenwerke AG Ju-87B-1 Sturzkampfflugzeug (“diving combat aircraft”) is fitted with an 1,100-pound spreng dickwand, or high-explosive device, designed to punch through concrete; two 110-pound SC50 fragmentation bombs; two wing-mounted MG-17 machine guns; and a single rear-facing 7.92mm machine gun operated by the second part of the two-man crew.

			Piloting a Stuka is not a serene experience. In addition to the relentless thrum of a twelve-cylinder engine, the aircraft is outfitted with a wind-driven siren so loud, it can be heard thousands of feet below. Pilots privately complain about this apparatus affixed to their landing gear. Yet the banshee wail is synonymous with death itself. Terror on the ground is almost as horrific as the bombs to follow, a profound psychological trauma the Luftwaffe learned while carpet-bombing civilians during the Spanish Civil War. It is the private domain of all pilots, no matter the nation or airplane, to gripe among themselves about their aircraft. Outsiders have no say. Non-fliers have never been joined as one with such a machine, miles above the earth, diving and rolling and slashing through the sky like a saber, fist wrapped tightly around stick, feet tapping ballet on rudders, loins and legs and torso and brains above all else coursing with danger and adrenaline and something very much the opposite of sex—but far more immediate in the most heated moments.

			And that’s not even when another pilot is trying to shoot him from the sky.

			So Walter Sigel grins broadly and revels in the din of his beloved Stuka’s infamous sirens, particularly on this lovely morning over Wieluń, for he knows quite well the wail is waking the Polish people with a confusion they have never in their lives imagined.

			

			•   •   •

			The Stuka is also not pretty.

			Nor fast.

			But the thick, low-slung inverted gull wings are sturdy enough that a pilot can dive vertically and drop his payload at the least possible altitude.

			Stukas almost never miss. The Zeiss gyro-stabilized bombsight is so precise that most bombs hit the target directly. Even the worst drops are within a hundred feet—easily inside blast radius.

			Two weeks ago, at a demonstration of the Stuka’s prowess for top Luftwaffe officials, Hauptmann Sigel put on an unplanned show of his own expertise. Weather reports that morning showed cloud cover beginning at an altitude of six thousand feet and descending to a base of twenty-five hundred, where the skies would become clear for the viewing party to witness the legendary dive-bomber drop cement practice bombs fitted with smoke flares.

			Two miles above the ground, the thirty-three-year-old from Baden-Württemberg maneuvered his formation of fourteen Stukas into position. After running the nine-step predive checklist, Sigel rolled the aircraft 180 degrees, dropping into a near vertical plunge. Descending close to the aircraft’s maximum speed of 373 miles per hour, Sigel’s Stuka raced toward earth at 9.5 seconds for every mile.[*2]
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					Stukas in flight

					Heinrich Hoffman/Wikimedia Commons/Original image housed at the German Federal Archives

				
			
			Sigel entered the thick white cloud bank at six thousand feet, as predicted. His altimeter confirmed the height. Seven years’ experience as a pilot told Sigel that his aircraft would reemerge into daylight in just four or five seconds. The veteran airman would then drop his bombs on the test range at fifteen hundred feet, giving him plenty of time to pull out of the dive.

			Five seconds passed.

			Then six.

			Seven.

			Eight.

			The weather reports were very wrong.

			“Pull out!” Hauptmann Sigel screamed over the radio.

			Sigel’s Stuka burst into daylight just three hundred feet off the ground. The stunned pilot yanked back hard on his steering column, simultaneously toggling a small knob to initiate the automatic pullout mechanism. Gravity pushed Sigel down hard into his seat and cut off blood flow to his brain. Thick gray haze settled over his eyesight. Less than ten feet off the ground, Sigel finally pulled out of the dive and regained altitude. The hauptmann’s quick reaction saved his life and that of his gunner.

			Thirteen other Stukas were not as lucky. Sigel’s warning came too late. Twenty-six aircrewmen slammed into the ground, the rear-facing gunners barely knowing death was coming as the planes nosed in. Smoke rose through the clouds as aircraft exploded. Thousands of feet above the test range, a circling second wave of Stukas heard Sigel’s scream over the radio and saw the ascending black columns, then called off their own dives.

			The Neuhammer Stuka Disaster, as the tragedy became known, might have ended the career of a lesser wing commander. The gathered generals insisted on canceling further demonstrations and even disbanding Sigel’s air wing. But a military tribunal cleared him of all responsibility, placing the blame on rapidly changing weather conditions.

			So it is that Hauptmann Walter Sigel now begins the nine-step predive checklist once again, this time over Weiluń. Real bombs slung beneath his fuselage. The same military tribunal clearing him of responsibility for the Neuhammer Stuka Disaster is expecting the wing commander’s aircrews to use Wieluń as a proving ground. The failed demonstration at Neuhammer will instead take place right now. Sigel’s mission is to test an improved version of the Stuka, now outfitted with a new 1,150-horsepower engine twice as powerful as its predecessor.

			Left unsaid is
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