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  The myth of Bloody April is very powerful. As often told the story is deceptively simple: brave young British pilots of the Royal
  Flying Corps (RFC), with just a few hours training, were sent up daily to face the Red Baron and his ruthless gang of merciless German aces  the dreaded Flying
  Circus. Outnumbered, lacking even basic flying skills, outgunned and flying totally obsolescent aircraft, the young boys of the RFC went to their deaths due to the blind stupidity and
  intransigence of their commanders. They died, like the men on the ground, as sacrifices to the doctrine of the offensive at any cost. There is certainly no doubt about the severity of the
  casualties suffered by the RFC in April 1917. In that month alone the British lost 275 aircraft shot down, suffering 421 casualties of which 207 died. It took just 92 hours of flying time for every
  tragic death incurred. And indeed the worst carnage was amongst the new pilots  many of whom lasted just a day or two once they actually started flying missions over the front.


  This legend of Bloody April is a vital component of the sentimental view of the Great War. The common theme it shares with other popular war myths is that of innocence destroyed in
  futile attacks carried out for no logical reason against an impregnable foe. Crucially the protagonists have to be seen as victims: of war, of society and, of course, the malign fates that
  eventually overwhelmed them. Yet the pilots and observers of the RFC flying over Arras were not helpless victims cast there by some casual whim of cruel fate. They were there as the eyes of
  the supreme British weapon of battle in the Great War  the artillery.


  The shape of every aerial battle was driven and dominated almost entirely by what was happening to the troops on the ground. That was why the missions were flown, lives risked and casualties
  accepted. On the Western Front, no British offensive could have had any real chance of success without fully harnessing the awesome destructive power of the Royal
  Artillery. It was the guns that blasted away the German barbed wire and trenches, seeking out their headquarters and the fulcrum of their communications; the guns that destroyed or subdued the
  German batteries; the guns that provided the creeping barrages that chaperoned the infantry across the open wastes of No Mans Land; and the guns that provided an almost
  impenetrable wall of bursting shells in front of captured positions to thwart any attempted German counter-attack. It may seem strange to start a book on the air war with a paean to the powers of
  the Royal Artillery  but the RFC existed primarily to serve those guns by aerial photography and artillery observation.


  Modern aerial historians know they have to look to the ground to understand the motivation for what was happening in the skies; but in turn military historians also have to recognise the
  enormous contribution made by the RFC, which optimised the awesome power of the artillery despite vigorous and brilliantly sustained opposition by the German Air Force. I hope this book will be a
  small part in the process of recognising the sacrifices the RFC incurred in making an outstanding contribution towards winning the war where in the end it always had to be won, on and above the
  Western Front.


  The real story behind Bloody April then is one of selfless heroism for a greater cause. The pilots of the RFC showed a willingness to fly obsolescent aircraft over the lines,
  knowing the risks that they were taking, in order to carry out their duty to the much larger numbers of men at risk on the ground. And there is another set of German heroes who need our proper
  recognition. Manfred von Richthofen and his men were genuine heroes fighting and risking everything in the cause of their country. They may have had better aircraft, but they were badly outnumbered
  and, as the technological tide turned against them later in the war, they too were almost all doomed to die over the next two years. The trivialisation of the story of Bloody April as some
  pointless, murderous farce does not do justice to the men of either side in the tragic conflict in the skies above Arras. Both sides fought against the odds and both sides knew exactly what they
  were doing  and why.


  I have tried to let the men tell their own stories. Ordinary people soon became very special indeed in the highly pressurised air war over Arras, and their powers of
  courage and endurance can be inspiring. There is a raw immediacy to their voices as recorded at the time in diaries and letters or retrospectively in memoirs and tape recordings that I could never
  hope to match. Their hopes, fears and the unbearable tensions of aerial combat ring out in almost every sentence written. These are the echoes of the past amplified for us to hear across the gulf
  of the intervening years. However, the original quotations have occasionally, where necessary, been lightly edited for overall readability. Punctuation and spellings have been largely standardised,
  material has occasionally been reordered and irrelevant material has been omitted, usually without any indication in the text. Changes in the actual words used in the original sources, however,
  have been avoided wherever possible.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER ONE


  


  THE REASON WHY


  


  


  


  


  One thing was certain. By the beginning of 1917 the Allies were confident that they had managed to hit the German Army hard and were at last poised
  to win the war. Their first attempts in the original swirling war of movement of 1914 had stagnated into the frustrating lines of trenches that meandered across France and Belgium from Switzerland
  to the North Sea. Initially, the French and British were brashly confident that they would smash through the German lines. In the event, their generals spent 1915 trying, for the most part without
  real success, to master the complex new language of modern industrial war. The trenches, the barbed wire, the machine guns, the huge destructive potential of massed artillery and the incredible
  numbers of mobilised men all combined to pose new and intractable problems. Finally, in 1916, the industrial might and manpower of the Allies were properly harnessed to the task in hand. The
  Russians and Italians would launch coordinated offensives, but the pice de rsistance was to be a huge combined Franco-British effort on the Western Front intended to smash through
  the German line in the Somme sector. Unfortunately, the Germans declined to lie back and simply await their fate, but took the initiative themselves.


  The Battle of Verdun launched on 21 February 1916 was a concept born of the twisted logic of total war. The point of assault had been carefully chosen by the German Chief of General Staff,
  General Erich von Falkenhayn, who knew that the fortress town of Verdun had a huge symbolic significance for the French. For political and military reasons they simply could not afford to allow the
  Germans to seize it. Falkenhayn wanted to bleed the French Army dry by sucking it into a battle situation where the army would be at a severe military disadvantage. Unfortunately for this cold
  theoretical approach, though the German Army undoubtedly succeeded in placing an almost insupportable pressure and burden of suffering on the French, the local German
  generals found themselves unable to maintain the necessary detachment. As the year wore on, they were increasingly drawn into a genuine fight to the finish in circumstances that were no longer to
  their advantage. The Germans, too, had been sucked into the voracious maw of Verdun.

  
  
    

    [image: ]


    The Arras area, April 1917 (showing aerodrome positions)

  


  The original Allied plans for a summer offensive in the Somme area were changed as it became obvious that the British would have to take more of a leading role. It was hoped
  that the vigour of a British assault would relieve the German pressure on Verdun. In retrospect, it is obvious that the British were not really ready to go over the top on 1 July
  1916. Their artillery bombardment may have been impressive to watch, but the length and depth of the front attacked meant that the actual number of shells falling on any given area of ground was
  nowhere near the concentration required to destroy the barbed wire and defences. Furthermore, modern artillery tactics were still in their infancy and there was no sophistication in bombardment
  techniques. Crudely timed lifts meant that shells ceased falling on the German front-line trenches at the very moment that the British infantry began their advance across No
  Mans Land. The use of true creeping barrages, lines of bursting shells advancing just in front of the attacking troops, was then only at the experimental stage of development.
  There was also no real idea of using defensive curtains of fire to break up and destroy German counter-attacks. Indeed most of the British gunners simply did not have the skills or training to
  carry out such complex fire plans with the requisite degree of speed and accuracy.


  As to the infantry tactics, they were so simple that they hardly justified such a designation. The soldiers who went over the top were mostly the inexperienced volunteers of
  Kitcheners Army and it was generally considered that their best chance of retaining their cohesion in crossing No Mans Land under fire was to advance in long waves at a
  steady walking pace. Overall, the assault was an utter disaster and resulted in nearly 60,000 casualties on the first day. The offensive carried on regardless; it had to, this was no isolated
  battle but the major Allied offensive of 1916 and a key component of their overall grand strategy. The British took over the bulk of the responsibility on the Somme front and continued
  through the summer to fight a vicious battle of attrition in an effort to wear out the Germans, inching slowly forward to gain positions of advantage, prior to another huge
  effort to achieve a final breakthrough launched on 15 September 1916.


  This period was dreadful for those involved, the levels of suffering were beyond words, but the hard lessons of war were at last being learnt. It had become obvious that sheer lan could
  not breach lines of barbed wire, covered by machine guns and massed artillery batteries. In particular the British use of artillery became increasingly scientific. There were more accurate methods
  of identifying and ranging on targets, new barrage techniques were conceived, tested and refined, and, all the while, more and more batteries of guns, particularly heavy guns, arrived to add their
  weight to the bombardments. Infantry tactics also improved as the tragic lessons of the first day were slowly taken on board. In particular, it had finally dawned that the artillery were the true
  masters of the battlefield. The infantry could achieve little unless the gunners behind them had already won the preliminary artillery duel, razed the barbed wire to the ground, smashed the German
  trenches and dugouts, and assisted them forward under creeping barrages of ever-increasing complexity. True, the infantry had then to occupy the ground, but the guns remained their main shield
  against counter-attack. There was even a new weapon, the tank, which offered a different scenario for battles of the future.


  When so much was new, it was difficult for the generals to pinpoint the exact effects of changes in tactics and the complex methodology of deploying weapons in different combinations.
  Consequently it is not surprising that there were many mistakes that with the benefit of hindsight look stupid. The losses were painful, but the Germans too were suffering horrendous casualties.
  The millions of shells that drenched their front lines and rear areas killed and maimed thousands of soldiers; their stubborn tactics of launching immediate counter-attacks in an effort to regain
  every inch of ground lost meant that they too were constantly exposed to fire while crossing No Mans Land. The German Army was being put through the mangle.


  Throughout the Somme offensive the amount of resistance put up by the Germans was closely analysed, prisoners were interviewed and captured letters studied closely for signs of any weakening of
  collective resolve. These intelligence sources seemed to indicate that the Germans were clearly wobbling under the extreme pressure:


  
    
      There is deterioration in the morale of the German Army in this battle, although people at home will not recognise it. Surrenders are more ready
      than they were at the beginning. Though far from being demoralised as an army, the Germans are not nearly so formidable a fighting machine as they were at the beginning of the battle. Our New
      Army has shown itself to be as good as the German Army. The battle is over and we shall not know the actual effect it has had on the Germans for many a long day, but it has certainly done all,
      and more, than we hoped for when we began. It stopped the Verdun attack. It collected a great weight of the German Army opposite us, and then broke it. It prevented the Germans hammering
      Russia, and it has undoubtedly worn down the German resistance to a great extent.1


      Brigadier-General John Charteris, Intelligence Officer, General Headquarters, BEF

    

  


  Brigadier Charteris generally took an optimistic approach to his sources, but, in fairness, the Germans were themselves conscious of the grievous damage they had suffered in the
  attritional fighting on the Somme. A new German command team of Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and General Erich von Ludendorff replaced Falkenhayn in the summer of 1916. As they assessed the
  overall situation on the Western Front they were deeply worried:


  
    
      On the Somme the enemys powerful artillery, assisted by excellent aeroplane observation and fed with enormous supplies of ammunition, had kept down our own fire and
      destroyed our artillery. The defence of our infantry had become so flabby that the massed attacks of the enemy always succeeded. Not only did our morale suffer, but in addition to
      fearful wastage in killed and wounded, we lost a large number of prisoners and much material.2


      General Erich von Ludendorff, General Staff, German Headquarters

    

  


  On the Home Front, too, Germany was suffering the crippling effects of a true global war under a tight naval blockade. By the end of 1916 all the essentials of life were
  severely rationed as bread, potatoes, dairy products and meat all but disappeared from shops and restaurants. German civilians had to negotiate a complicated ration-card system before they could
  get their hands on what adulterated and poor-quality food remained on offer. Clothes were also rationed and the ordinary German family faced a bleak outlook as the war moved into its fourth
  year.


  The original Allied plans for 1917 were conceived by the French Commander-in-Chief, General Joseph Joffre, who had established a reasonable working relationship with
  General Sir Douglas Haig commanding the British Expeditionary Force. Joffre envisaged pressing hard on the Western Front during the winter, at least so far as weather permitted, in order to keep up
  the pressure on the Germans. They would then look to thrust hard in coordinated British and French offensives on either side of the Somme battlefield in the spring of 1917. The British were to
  attack the German salient exposed between the Ancre and the Scarpe rivers after first capturing the heights of Vimy Ridge. The French were to attack first to the south between the Somme and the
  Oise rivers, and then their major effort would be along the River Aisne. In addition the British proposed to follow up this spring offensive with a summer offensive in Flanders. Joffres
  proposals had been agreed at the Chantilly Conference of 15 November 1916. The Germans were more than a little perturbed at the prospect of just such renewed Allied offensives:


  
    
      GHQ had to bear in mind that the enemys great superiority in men and material would be even more painfully felt in 1917 than in 1916. They had to face the danger that
      Somme fighting would soon break out at various points on our fronts, and that even our troops would not be able to withstand such attacks indefinitely, especially if the enemy
      gave us no time for rest and for the accumulation of material.3


      General Erich von Ludendorff, General Staff, German Headquarters

    

  


  The Germans did not just lie back and ponder their fate; they took radical action and slowly began to recast their overall defensive tactics to take account of the increasing
  sophistication and weight of British assaults. Instead of a static system of front lines, which would be defended to the death and endlessly contested through incessant counter-attacks, they
  introduced the idea of an elastic defence system. The emphasis switched to strong points and concrete pillboxes across a deep battle zone with masses of barbed wire defences covered by the
  interlinked fields of fire of their machine-guns. The front-line troops were henceforth permitted to retreat when a position became indefensible rather than be overrun and die in situ.
  Meanwhile the counter-attack divisions were lurking in the rear areas, held back, only to strike if the British appeared to be likely to break out of the front-line zone  when, of course,
  the British attacking troops would be at their weakest state having advanced beyond the range of their field artillery.


  The Battle of the Somme was suspended by Haig on 18 November 1916, but few soldiers on the ground would have immediately marked its passing. A battle does not just switch off at the whim of one
  side or the other. Although some of the exhausted divisions were withdrawn for rest and training, there were plenty left to ensure that the two sides still scratched and spat at each other across
  No Mans Land  the guns still roared. Haig had ordered a policy of continuous harassment of the Germans on the Somme front, but in the event the grim winter weather and atrocious
  ground conditions forestalled any real offensive operations until mid-January of 1917. The resumption of the attacks was the responsibility of the Fifth Army under the command of General Sir Hubert
  Gough, a former cavalry general who had already impressed as a thruster at the relatively early age of 47. Slowly but relatively surely, the Fifth Army edged their way up the Ancre
  Valley: trench by trench, shell hole by shell hole. Capturing key observation points, the army used them to dominate and overcome the next German strong point using all the tactical expertise
  gained at such cost in 1916.


  After more than two years as the French commander-in-chief, Joffre seemed like a permanent fixture, but before the dawn of the New Year he was replaced, in effect finally paying the penalty for
  the devastating casualties suffered by the French Army, year by year, since 1914. Despite all these sacrifices the German Army was still firmly entrenched deep inside France and, as the pervading
  war weariness took its toll, new solutions and new saviours were called for. Joffre was displaced by General Robert Nivelle, who had risen swiftly to prominence as a result of his success in the
  later stages of the Battle of Verdun, most notably in an attack launched on 24 October 1916. Nivelle was primarily an artillery general who considered that he had a new method of
  scientifically concentrating the guns in such a manner that he could positively guarantee success. After a devastating opening bombardment, a creeping barrage would range deep behind the German
  front line, thereby allowing the infantry to penetrate right through the whole defensive system, even to the extent of overrunning the German artillery lines. This was a return to a concept of real
  breakthrough, of smashing the enduring spectre of trench warfare. It was not surprising that the French politicians, deeply aware of the extent of war weariness amongst their people, were
  interested  more than interested  in what the charismatic General Nivelle could offer.


  On his accession as commander-in-chief, Nivelle immediately discarded Joffres plans and sought to prove the potency of his new tactics by planning a gigantic offensive to seize the Chemin
  des Dames on the River Aisne in April 1917. Every available French gun would be concentrated together to provide a devastating bombardment under the cover of which two massed armies would smash
  their way forward by sheer brute force, with a third army standing ready to immediately exploit the anticipated breach. The breakthrough to outright victory was confidently predicted within a
  couple of days. The British were almost dumbfounded to find that the French were willing to take up the cudgels in this quixotic manner. Previously Joffre had applied near ceaseless pressure on
  Haig for the British to pick up their fair share of the fighting on the Western Front, but now Nivelle was cheerfully volunteering to bear the main burden. True, Nivelle required the British to
  take over a substantial extra sector of the French line, from the Somme to the Oise, in order to release the troops and guns needed to carry out his offensive. He also still required Haig to launch
  a major diversionary offensive between the Scarpe and the Ancre rivers  the operation that would become the Battle of Arras. Nevertheless, this left Britain very much the junior partner in
  the main Allied offensive planned for 1917. Haig was naturally wary of agreeing a large increase in the British front, but the principles of the plans were finally accepted in January 1917 at a
  conference in London at which Nivelle presented his ideas to Haig, Field Marshal General Sir William Robertson the Chief of the Imperial General Staff, and various members of the British
  government.


  Nivelle was an attractive personality: soldierly, eloquent and with the natural confidence to sell his ideas to the British politicians. In this he stood in sharp contrast to that dour Scot, Sir
  Douglas Haig. Taciturn, if not inarticulate, almost incapable of publicly demonstrating whatever passions burned within, he was the converse to the vehement Nivelle. Although Haig had recently been
  promoted from general to field marshal, he regrettably did not command the full confidence of the new British Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, who had himself replaced Herbert Asquith in
  December 1916. As war leaders, Lloyd George and Haig had only one thing in common  a belief that the total mobilisation of the country was necessary if they were ever to win the war.


  Haig himself had long favoured an offensive in Flanders. His reasons were clear. Firstly, he wanted to overrun the German occupied Belgian coast to clear out the nests
  of U-boats that were arousing serious concern within the Admiralty. Secondly, the Germans would have no choice but to stand and fight. Withdrawal was not an option when their strategically
  important railway junctions lay just 5 miles behind the front line. Haig was certain that the Germans had been left teetering on the edge by the hammer blows of the Somme. He wanted them to have to
  stand and suffer the battering, in the hope that this time they would finally fall apart. Thirdly, the British tactical situation at Ypres in the heart of Flanders was simply dreadful. Surrounded
  on three sides and overlooked from low ridges, every day they were suffering an unacceptable number of casualties just to hold on to the cramped salient. The symbolic status of Ypres after the
  heroic defensive battles of 1914 and 1915 meant the British could not in all conscience retire; but of course they still had the option of an advance to secure far better defensive positions. In
  1916, Haig had been drawn by the French into the Somme offensive, but he still harboured plans for a major Flanders offensive in 1917.


  Lloyd George very much approved of Nivelles plan. Here was an ally that offered a guaranteed method of breaking the deadlock on the Western Front without the pain and sacrifice of
  manpower associated with the horrors of the Somme or some ghastly Flanders bloodbath. Lloyd George himself favoured an attack through Salonika or Italy; he sought a soft underbelly to evade
  fighting the Germans directly. In a sense, Nivelle was offering another easy option for the British Empire. True, the offensive would be on the Western Front, but the French were willing to bear
  the brunt of the butchers bill. Although Haig had some doubts as to the feasibility of Nivelles plans, he, too, had no objection to the French flinging themselves
  forward. After all, it meant that the main Allied effort in 1917 would be made on the Western Front.


  WHATEVER the overall strategic situation in 1917, there was now a new dimension to consider in the conduct and art of war. Aircraft were a relatively new weapon, but they had
  already taken their place at the very forefront of tactical considerations. Flying was a new phenomenon: Orville and Wilbur Wright had first flown an aircraft on 17 December 1903, the nascent RFC
  was only founded in 1912 and just sixty-three assorted aircraft in four squadrons had accompanied the British Expeditionary Force (BEF) into action in August 1914. In
  retrospect it is amazing how quickly the RFC matured under the overwhelming imperatives forced on it by the Great War. The original function of the RFC had been one of visual reconnaissance, in
  essence an adjunct to the cavalry. A pilot and an observer with his notebook had been the norm. Simple messages recording German movements were either dropped in message bags or personally handed
  to the Headquarters staff. But as the continuous trench lines developed reconnaissance missions took on an ever-greater importance. Aircraft became the only method of finding out what was going on
  behind the German front line.


  In an effort to maximise the information brought back from each reconnaissance mission experimental cameras were taken up in the aircraft. Although early photographs were usually blurred, where
  military requirements led, technology soon slavishly followed. The humble notebook was abandoned in favour of the increasingly pin-sharp glass plate photographs, which recorded details that would
  have eluded even the most sharp-eyed of observers in flight. The bulky cameras were clamped to the outside of the cockpit and resulted in a photographic map of everything directly
  below the aircraft. Prior to any offensive, oblique photographs taken at an angle were also highly prized by the infantry officers for the detail they could give of the hidden ground
  across which they would soon be advancing. Unfortunately, to be effective such photographs had to be taken from a dangerously low level just a few hundred feet above the trenches. By 1917 thousands
  of photographs were being taken. Once the aircraft was safely down on the ground the plates had to be developed and duplicated quickly if the photographs were to be of any real value:


  
    
      With the crude equipment then in use dry prints were produced thirty-five minutes after the aircraft had landed. The photographic hut was divided into four main
      compartments. The first of these was for developing plates, the second for exposing and developing of prints, the third for the drying of prints, and the fourth for plotting and the making of
      mosaics. Plates after fixing and washing were immersed in methylated spirit, and, whilst still scarcely dry, were placed in enlargers and prints taken. The prints were treated in a like manner,
      and passed in dishes of methylated spirits into the drying room. Here they were separately held over a flame and burnt until dry. Two prints were taken from each negative, and as
      these reached the plotting room they were marked with the date, height, and map references and these figures were then copied on to the negative itself. The Branch
      Intelligence Officer was responsible for choosing the negatives from which prints for distribution to the various Headquarters were to be made.4


      Second Lieutenant George Banting, 34 Squadron, RFC

    

  


  Using the developed plates, the art of photographic interpretation was quickly born: German gun batteries were found to be visible even when camouflaged, machine-gun posts stood
  revealed; dugout entrances, footpaths, headquarters and changes in trench systems  all were immediately obvious to the experts. The ubiquitous BE2cs, the mainstay of the army cooperation
  squadrons of the RFC, painstakingly photographed every square inch of the opposing German lines.


  However, photographs were not the end of the RFC contribution. Once the technological problems of getting a wireless transmitter and aerial aloft in an aircraft had been overcome, it was only
  natural to use them for artillery observation. Fertile minds soon solved the conundrum of one-way communication and, with the introduction of the clock code, an aircraft could provide the
  corrections that would range shells directly onto targets completely invisible from the guns or their forward observation posts on the ground:


  
    
      The method of communication between the aircraft and battery was by means of a Sterling spark transmitter, with a trailing aerial of about 150 feet used by the observer or
      the pilot to send messages in Morse code to the battery. A series of code letters were used denoting: Are you ready to fire?, Fire! Always of course prefixed by the
      code number of the battery with whom we wished to communicate. The battery replied by placing wide strips of white cloth on a dark background in single code letters acknowledging the message
      received from the aircraft. These letters could be seen quite easily, as for this type of operation we normally flew at an altitude of 2,0005,000 feet. The actual position of the enemy
      battery was marked on a photograph and from the centre three concentric circles were drawn denoting X = 25 yards, Y = 50 yards, Z = 100 yards; also
      giving north, south, east and west positions. All was now ready to commence the shoot. The observer then sent a message to the battery asking, Are you ready? If in the
      affirmative, the observer sent by code the letter G for the first gun to be fired, the pilot having manoeuvred the aircraft into such a position so that the observer could see
      both the flash of the gun as it fired and the burst of the shell. Watching closely, the observer would note the actual position where the shell had burst and advise the
      battery accordingly. For instance, if the shell burst at ZN it indicated that the burst had taken place 100 yards north of the enemy battery position. Our battery would then
      adjust their sights accordingly and the same procedure continued with each of the four howitzers until all guns were ranged correctly onto the enemy target, when the observer gave the signal
      GG when all guns fired as quickly as they could be loaded.5


      Second Lieutenant Francis Penny, 12 Squadron, RFC

    

  


  The clock code may seem relatively simple, but its implications were far-reaching. Once the Royal Artillery had swallowed its pride and got used to taking fire orders from
  observers not under its direct control, the potential of air observation was obvious. Unseen indirect targets could be carefully registered by batteries, which could then hold themselves in
  readiness to open up a devastating fire as and when required. In particular, hostile German batteries, once identified, could be systematically targeted and eliminated as threats.


  The Germans certainly clearly recognised the importance of aerial army cooperation work and placed it at the heart of their considerations in deploying their aircraft:


  
    
      The main object of fighting in the air is to enable our photo registration and photo reconnaissance to be carried out and at the same time to prevent that of the enemy. All
      other tasks, such as bombing raids, machine-gun attacks and even distant reconnaissance in trench warfare must be secondary to this main objective. So long as the execution of the main task is
      not ensured all available forces must be employed for this purpose.6


      General Otto von Below, Headquarters, Sixth Army, German Imperial Army

    

  


  The traditional German skills in lens manufacture gave them some advantage in the quality of the cameras used and consequently in the clarity of the photographs taken. In the
  previous year the German Air Force had reorganised its aerial reconnaissance so that long-range reconnaissance for the Headquarters staff was the responsibility of the Flieger Abteilungen. Their
  aircraft were far superior in performance, in both speed and altitude ceiling, to any of the British army cooperation machines. The local reconnaissance and direct artillery cooperation required by
  the infantry were supplied by the Flieger Abteilungen (A). They, too, were better equipped than their British counterparts. Both the British and Germans supplemented their
  aircraft with kite balloons, whose observers, directly connected by telephone, were ranging the artillery. They could stay aloft all day and severely restrict any movement by the opposing side
  within their range of vision by calling up immediate artillery intervention.


  It soon became obvious that no army could allow enemy aircraft free access above its lines for the purpose of photographic reconnaissance and artillery observation. Soon machine-guns were being
  taken aloft and by 1915 both sides had developed their first scout aircraft designed to shoot down reconnaissance aircraft. Of course, before they could do that efficiently the scout pilots first
  had to clear the skies of opposing scouts. Thus a battle for control of the skies developed and began to escalate in proportion to the importance of the prizes to be gained from unfettered
  observation. Unfortunately, the scout pilots role soon became so wreathed with glamour that then, and ever since, this allure has deflected attention from the real role of the RFC.


  In late 1915 the Germans gained the upper hand through the clear superiority of their Fokker E III monoplane scouts. This simple monoplane of limited performance had one great asset  a
  forward-firing machine gun that used an interrupter gear to allow it to pour bullets straight ahead without hitting the whirling propeller. Two young but inspirational Fokker pilots, Leutnants Max
  Immelmann and Oswald Boelcke, set about honing the skills that would come to form the basics of aerial scout tactics. Intuitively utilising the diving ability and forward-firing strength of the
  Fokker, they sought to dive from out of the glare of the sun, seeking surprise, only opening fire from close range and always looking for an easy kill with the minimum of risk to themselves. It was
  important not to give a chance to their opponents; to kill without being seen by the victim was the ideal. One pass, then they would zoom away, before considering a second attack if it was
  necessary. As they mastered their new trade so their score of victories began to mount.


  By 1916 the RFC army cooperation squadrons were charged with a series of onerous interlinked tasks: the provision of a comprehensive service of photographic reconnaissance and artillery
  observation; flying contact patrols during attacks; and carrying out bombing raids to disrupt communications and harass the Germans in their rest billets. All this had to be achieved whilst at the
  same time beating back the German Air Force and thereby depriving the German Army of the same aerial facilities. In the face of the still potent Fokker threat, truly
  Herculean efforts were demanded of the RFC and their BE2cs in the months leading up to the Battle of the Somme which began on 1 July 1916. When the BE2cs were ordered in their thousands early in
  the war, no one had conceived of the necessity for anything other than a stable observation platform. Now faced with the agile Fokkers they struggled for survival:


  
    
      The BE2c was totally unsuited to the job of course, it had the observer in front and the pilot behind, whereas with any sense, it should have been the pilot in front and the
      observer behind, but it wasnt! So the observer sat in a cockpit, with four struts very close each side of him, wires to brace him well in, and in front, none behind. And a little seat he
      could just get in to. And really he could do nothing at all except keep a look out. When it got at all hot and you were liable to be attacked from the tail as much as anywhere else, he simply
      had to get up on his seat, kneel on his seat, which was a jolly cold, drafty business at 8,000 feet even in the summer.7


      Lieutenant Cecil Lewis, 3 Squadron, RFC

    

  


  The Battle of the Somme was the first great test for the developing theories of aerial warfare then in the process of being formulated by Major General Hugh Trenchard. After
  commanding First Wing, RFC during the Battle of Neuve Chapelle in March 1915, Trenchard acceded to the command of the RFC on the Western Front in August 1915, and had already established a close
  working relationship with Haig. This perhaps was not surprising, for the two men had much in common. Both were less fluent in speech than on paper, both were utterly committed to the ultimate goal
  of victory, and both proved themselves willing to sacrifice lives where they considered it necessary for the greater good of their country. Trenchard was intelligent, able to grasp complex concepts
  without necessarily being able to explain them and he relied a good deal on his aide-de-camp, the celebrated author, Captain Maurice Baring, to render his thoughts comprehensible to a wider
  audience.


  Trenchard ordered his men to keep on flying over the line despite the Fokker scourge, his only compromise being that formations of aircraft were sent out on missions formerly
  carried out by lone aircraft. In formation the aircraft could band together to defend each other and find security in numbers. Nevertheless, underpinning everything was the
  principle that losses must be accepted to get the results required. The gamble worked and covered the cracks until the arrival of a new generation of British aircraft  the FE2b, the DH2, the
  Nieuport Scout and the Sopwith 1 Strutter  which allowed the RFC to seize complete control of the skies above the Somme battlefield just at the time when it most mattered, between
  June and September of 1916. Trenchard, with the assistance of Baring, committed to paper a simple exposition of his relentlessly offensive aerial strategy:


  
    
      Owing to the unlimited space in the air, the difficulty one machine has in seeing another, the accidents of wind and cloud, it is impossible for aeroplanes, however skilful
      and vigilant their pilots, however powerful their engines, however mobile their machines and however numerous their formations, to prevent hostile aircraft from crossing the line if they have
      the initiative and determination to do so. The aeroplane is not a defence against the aeroplane. But the opinion of those most competent to judge is that the aeroplane, as a weapon of attack,
      cannot be too highly estimated. On the British front, during the operations which began with the Battle of the Somme, we know that although the enemy has concentrated the greater part of his
      available forces in the air on this front, the work actually accomplished by their aeroplanes stands, compared with the work done by us, in the proportion of about 4 to 100.8


      Major General Hugh Trenchard, Headquarters, RFC

    

  


  It was a simple but effective concept of relentless offensive patrols penetrating deep behind the German lines, designed to beat back German aircraft to keep them as far as
  possible from the vital front-line areas. Trenchard accepted with equanimity the consequences of an occasional German scout breaking through to prey on the British artillery cooperation machines
  working above the trenches.


  In July and August 1916, the RFC achieved an almost total domination of the skies above the lines and deep into the rear areas behind the German front. The German infantry grew incensed as they
  were constantly exposed from above, while their own aircraft were conspicuous only by their absence. One German soldier billeted in a village far behind the lines expressed his disgust at the
  situation:


  
    
      Now just a word about our own aeroplanes. Really, one must be almost too ashamed to write about them; it is simply scandalous. They fly up to this
      village, but no further, whereas the English are always flying over our lines, directing artillery shoots, whereby getting all their shells, even those of heavy calibre, right into our
      trenches. Our artillery can only shoot by the map as they have no observation. I wonder if they have any idea where the enemys line is, or even ever hit it.9


      Anon soldier, 24th Infantry Division, Imperial German Army

    

  


  In mid-September, the Germans finally hit back. Their new single-seater scout aircraft, the Albatros DI, marked the advent of the next generation of scout aircraft. Powered by
  the 160 hp Mercedes engine up to speeds that approached 110 mph, they were armed with twin Spandau machine guns capable of firing 1,600 rounds per minute. These aircraft completely outclassed any
  of the available British scouts, most of which were armed with only a single Lewis gun capable of firing just 47 rounds before the pilot had to attend to the tricky task of changing the ammunition
  drum in mid-combat. The German Air Force was thoroughly reorganised and the new scouts were concentrated into hunting squadrons known as Jagdstaffeln or more popularly
  Jasta. Of these the most immediately influential was to be Jasta 2, commanded by the redoubtable Hauptman Oswald Boelcke. Boelcke had been thinking deeply about his experiences as a
  scout pilot and sought to pass on his accumulated knowledge to the young acolytes whom he had personally selected to join his squadron.


  One of these ingnues was Leutnant Manfred von Richthofen. Born on 2 May 1892, the son of an aristocratic Prussian family, he grew up imbued with a taste for the thrills and
  trappings of hunting of all kinds. He started his military service as an officer cadet at 11 years old and progressed through a lengthy and strict training before being commissioned into the
  cavalry in 1912. He served on both the Eastern and Western Fronts in 1914, but the onset of trench warfare restricted the prospects for any further real excitement in the cavalry, and in May 1915
  he sought and was granted a transfer into the German Air Service. At first he was an observer, but he was inspired to learn to fly by a chance meeting with Boelcke, desperate to become a scout
  pilot and prove himself in the greatest of all manhunts.


  Richthofen soon attracted attention to himself as a competent and aggressive pilot and joined Jasta 2 at Bertincourt on 1 September 1916. He proved an able pupil and scored his first
  acknowledged victory on 17 September when he shot down the FE2b flown by Second Lieutenant Lionel Morris and Captain Tom Rees, who thereby earned themselves the kind of
  immortality they would doubtless have forgone if given the chance. A macabre ritual was triggered when Richthofen was presented with a small victory cup to commemorate his achievement. The young
  aristocrat was not short of money and he obviously liked the idea, for thereafter he commissioned a silversmith to strike similar silver cups to mark each of his subsequent aerial triumphs.


  Trenchard had highly attuned antennae that swiftly detected the early signs of a German aerial renaissance. Just a few days later he wrote to the Director of Air Organisation, Lieutenant-Colonel
  Sefton Brancker back in London:


  
    
      We are fighting a very big battle and fighting in the air is becoming intense. The fighting will increase, I regret to say, and not decrease, and it is only a question of
      our keeping it up longer than the Hun. If we cannot do that, then we are beaten; if we do it, then we win. I must warn you now that in the next ten days, if we get fine weather, I anticipate a
      very heavy casualty list. There are many more German machines than there were, fast and much better pilots which have appeared on our front.10


      Major-General Hugh Trenchard, Headquarters, RFC

    

  


  There is no doubt that Trenchard was seriously worried and successfully sought the backing of Haig in campaigning for the earliest possible delivery of a new generation of
  British aircraft able to contest the technical superiority established by the Germans:


  
    
      The enemy has made extraordinary efforts to increase the number, and develop the speed and power, of his fighting machines. He has unfortunately succeeded in doing so and it
      is necessary to realise clearly, and at once, that we shall undoubtedly lose our superiority in the air if I am not provided at an early date with improved means of retaining it. The result of
      the advent of the enemys improved machines has been a marked increase in the casualties suffered by the Royal Flying Corps, and though I do not anticipate losing our present predominance
      in the air for the next three or four months, the situation after that threatens to be very serious unless adequate steps to deal with it are taken at once.11


      General Sir Douglas Haig, Headquarters, BEF

    

  


  Back at home, Brancker was trying his best but found he was competing with every other department of government in a ceaseless battle for resources:


  
    
      Unless British aviation can carry more weight in the eyes of the Government than it does at present, we must be prepared to face a very ugly situation at the beginning of
      next spring.12


      Lieutenant-Colonel Sefton Brancker, Director of Air Organisation

    

  


  OVER the next two months, Hauptmann Oswald Boelcke proved a truly great mentor to his young pilots, leading from the front to achieve some forty victories on his own account.
  Inspired by his example many of them began to score regular victories as they discovered that the British had nothing to compare to the sheer power of the Albatros DI or the newly developed
  Albatros DIIs, which were also beginning to be delivered to the Jasta. The death of Boelcke following an accidental mid-air collision with his great friend Leutnant Erwin Bhme on 28 October
  1916, was a tragedy for the German Air Service:


  
    
      Now everything is so empty for us. Only gradually are we beginning to realise what a void Boelcke leaves behind, that without him the soul of the whole squadron is lacking.
      In every relation he was our unparalleled leader and master. He had a compelling influence upon everyone who had anything to do with him, even his superiors, simply through his personality, the
      simplicity of his character. With us, we would follow him anywhere. We never had the feeling that something could go awry if he was there among us and almost everything that we tried succeeded.
      In these one and a half months we had shot down over sixty enemy aircraft without a loss. The superiority of the English was dwindling day by day. Now we must otherwise see to it that his
      triumphant spirit in the squadron does not perish.13


      Leutnant Erwin Bhme, Jasta 2, German Army Air Force

    

  


  Yet in one sense the work of their young master  Boelcke was just 25 years old when he died  was done. Jasta 2 had learnt well and Richthofen, who had already shot
  down six aircraft, would soon take on his mantle.


  The Albatros scouts exacted an increasingly painful toll as the Somme offensive dragged on into the late autumn. Other new German single-seater scouts arriving on the
  scene in late 1916 were the Halberstadt DII, and the Roland DII, which were perfectly good scout aircraft, but they were overshadowed by the dramatic success of the Albatros designs. Yet, although
  the casualties rose sharply, the RFC still managed to deliver the services that Trenchard and Haig required. One of the great lessons of aerial warfare had been learnt. Supremacy in the air meant
  the ability to keep army photographic reconnaissance and artillery observation aircraft above the front and the question of casualties incurred in doing so was almost immaterial. When the battle
  finally petered out in November there was a general acceptance that, whatever the disappointments suffered in the bitter ground fighting, the RFC had more than discharged their duties in the skies
  above. They had been tested, in good times and bad, without failing the artillery and hence the infantry that depended on them for their lives. The Battle of the Somme marked the moment when the
  RFC finally came of age.EN1


  In many ways Trenchard proved the ideal subordinate to Haig. He never tried to evade his responsibilities either to his superiors or to the men under his command. Although he had the moral
  courage to order his pilots up whatever the odds, he also regularly toured the squadrons to ensure his men knew that he stood with them in the battle that raged. At no stage in the Somme battles
  had he showed any signs of going native; of beginning to adopt the priorities and aims of the RFC rather than the parent body of the army that had not yet weaned them. When the RFC
  was outclassed by the swinging pendulum of aircraft design, he had the good sense not to blame Haig  he knew that if faults existed they lay with the fledgling aeronautics industry back in
  Britain. Haig appreciated his efforts and after the Somme took the time to summarise the varied achievements and services offered by the RFC in his official despatches:


  
    
      The admirable work of this Corps has been a very satisfactory feature of the battle. Under the conditions of modern war the duties of the Air Service are many and varied.
      They include the regulation and control of artillery fire by indicating targets and observing and reporting the results of rounds; the taking of photographs of enemy trenches, strong points,
      battery positions, and of the effect of bombardments; and the observation of the movements of the enemy behind his lines. The greatest skill and daring has been shown
      in the performance of all these duties, as well as in bombing expeditions. Our Air Service has also cooperated with our infantry in their assaults, signalling the position of our attacking
      troops and turning machine guns on to the enemy infantry and even on to his batteries in action.14


      General Sir Douglas Haig, Headquarters, BEF

    

  


  Nevertheless, a shadow still lay across the whole of the RFC. Haig had agreed at Nivelles behest that the Battle of Arras would start in early April 1917. But there was
  no way on earth that a new generation of British aircraft would be delivered in sufficient numbers to counter the Albatros menace in the few months that remained. Somehow or other the RFC must
  continue to carry out its manifold duties in evermore obsolescent aircraft  whatever the human cost. Yet even with this prospect before them, with the German scouts increasingly running
  rampant, the morale of the RFC endured as they enjoyed simple Christmas festivities in the traditional style:


  
    
      Spent the day quietly, until the evening; 7 p.m. saw the commencement of some dinner, to which eleven of us sat down. Nothing was left of a 21 lb turkey, plum
      pudding flaming with brandy (for which occasion the lights were put out), a dozen of champagne and heaps of other little dainties. A highly successful dinner for which we have to thank Madam
      (the landlady) who did the cooking. We then went round to the mens concert, found them making awful fools of themselves, disgustingly drunk. It was an excellent concert. An exceedingly
      drunk poilu, who came in from no one knows where, caused great amusement by trying to embrace and kiss all the officers, one of whom more inebriated than the remainder of this
      flight, embraced the Frenchie on the stage; we retired at 11.30 p.m., to let the men go as they liked.15


      Second Lieutenant William Lidsey, 16 Squadron, RFC

    

  


  For many of the pilots and observers it would be their last Christmas. By Easter a new sacrifice would be required in the cause of their country at Arras.


  


  

  

  

  

  CHAPTER TWO


  

  WINTERS FREEZING


  

  

  

  

  
    
      Aerial offensive was not merely rivalry between the opposing air services. It was a definite attempt to obtain aerial observation. As it is now, it is the Hun who
      doesnt move about near the line by daylight, and who has to submit to having his railheads, stores and billets bombed at our pleasure. And if he fires his guns by day he knows perfectly
      well their position will be disclosed to the waiting airmen who at once direct counter-fire and photograph them too.1


      Captain Bernard Rice, 8 Squadron, RFC

    

  


  War was not a new phenomenon to Arras. The town was of Roman origin and its people had generally been obliged to endure interesting
  times for most of its existence. A crude history of Europe can be discerned from a study of those who have assaulted, captured and defended Arras over the centuries. It was finally claimed
  by the French in 1659. After the prolonged social experiment of the French Revolution and the harsh justice meted out by Madame Guillotine in front of the Htel de Ville, the
  town had been threatened but not captured by the German advance of the Franco-Prussian War in 1870. Finally, the Great War brought the most prolonged and destructive trial of them all to the
  population of 26,080. In September 1914 the Germans had briefly occupied Arras, but soon fell back to establish their trench lines just 3 miles from the outskirts. Once again Arras was under siege
  and it became a front-line city in the Western Front that stretched from Switzerland to the sea.


  There was no respite from the German shells that slowly pounded the once beautiful streets into ruins. It has been estimated that of the 4,521 houses in central Arras only 292 were undamaged.
  Most of the proud heritage of civic buildings had been blasted almost beyond repair: the Grande Place, the Petite Place, the Htel de Ville and the Belfry Tower, the
  Palais St Vaast Abbey, the Place de La Gare, the Chapelle des Ursulines, St Johns Hospital, the various churches, the schools  all were laid to waste. In 1915, the French had fought a
  number of battles attacking the ridges lying to the north of Arras in an attempt to relieve the stranglehold the Germans had on the city. The Notre Dame de Lorrette Spur had eventually been
  captured, but only after the most sanguinary fighting imaginable; Vimy Ridge remained in the hands of the Germans.


  The new Battle of Arras in 1917 was intended to act as a diversion to the main French attack to be launched on the Aisne, but it was still a major operation of war with its own clearly defined
  objectives. The right of the First Army, commanded by General Sir Henry Horne, was to capture Vimy Ridge that lay just 3 miles to the north-east of Arras. This was no small undertaking but if
  successful would offer a superb observation platform over the whole of the Douai plain. Meanwhile the Third Army commanded by General Sir Edmund Allenby was to take the high ground surrounding the
  village of Monchy-le-Preux, thereby turning the German lines and allowing a rapid exploitation south towards Croisilles and Bullecourt.


  Artillery was at the very centre of Allenby and Hornes plans for the Battle of Arras. The thousands upon thousands of new recruits who had joined the Royal Artillery in 1914 and 1915 had
  by this time been bedded down into their units and had thoroughly mastered their various specialist trades. Gunnery itself had become an increasingly exact science. The necessity for exact
  calibration of the guns, the importance of allowing for different meteorological conditions, the ability to organise complex barrages, not just for a battery or an artillery brigade, but for
  massive concentrations of guns  all these had been thoroughly worked out. The role for each calibre of gun had been clearly defined and laid out within the context of the all-encompassing
  barrage. Direct observation was supplemented by aerial observation, flash spotting and sound ranging to fix the location of every German gun, ready to neutralise them when the moment
  came. The efficiency of wire cutting had been improved by the gradual introduction of the 106 fuse, which burst instantaneously on the slightest contact with anything it touched before the shell
  could bury itself deep in the mud. Ever-increasing numbers of heavy guns were ranged on specific targets so that their destruction could be virtually guaranteed. The creeping barrages were now
  commonplace and increasing in sophistication and complexity, some even incorporating new smoke shells to try to blind the enemy as the infantry attacked. It was a world
  away from the long, but ineffective, barrage that had preceded the hopeless attack on the Somme on 1 July 1916.


  Throughout the early months of 1917 the preparations inexorably built up to a crescendo in the Arras area. Logistics were all-important and all forms of communications were steadily improved:
  the veins of war to smoothly transport munitions, stores and men to the front. The whole infrastructure of the area was upgraded: new roads, new railway sidings, railheads and light railways
   the rear areas teemed with purposeful activity. Underneath Vimy Ridge the underground war waged by the sappers of the Royal Engineers proceeded apace, as they sought to establish an
  underground front line stretching ever forward until it lay directly beneath the Germans. Meanwhile, the network of underground passages and workings that had already existed beneath peacetime
  Arras was massively expanded to house and protect the thousands of infantry who would need shelter before the storm commenced. Above all the guns had to be moved into the line. This was no easy
  matter. The term heavy artillery was no misnomer and their transport across the rear areas of muddy battlefields represented a major undertaking. The seemingly infinite number of
  shells required for any chance of a successful assault had to be painstakingly built up in vast ammunition dumps. The RFC was an integral part of this build-up. Its photographs and artillery
  observation were the key to the detailed planning process but above all to securing the efficient use of the massed guns. Failure was not an option, and RFC casualties were deemed an irrelevance in
  comparison to the thousands of lives that would be risked in a ground offensive.


  AS the New Year dawned with all its fresh and pressing challenges, there was a very definite feeling in the RFC that the old order had changed. The reorganisation of the German
  Air Service had resulted in the establishment of no less than twenty-five Jasta. In contrast the RFC had only eight single-seater scout squadrons, of which only two were armed with machines that
  could conceivably challenge the Albatros on a head-to-head basis with any realistic hope of success. Despite the RFCs best efforts it was slowly becoming apparent that the focal point of
  conflict in the air had moved from the German rear areas to hover right above the opposing front lines:


  
    
      By January 1917, the aerial superiority which we had gained during the earlier phases of the Somme battle had sensibly waned. Nothing alarming had
      happened, the process had been gradual, almost insidious. Our morale was just as high, we appeared to push just as vigorously over the lines, and yet there was a different feeling in the air.
      Frank surprise at seeing a Hun over our lines had changed imperceptibly into annoyance.2


      Lieutenant Roderick Hill, 60 Squadron, RFC

    

  


  Pilots could not help but notice that formations of Albatros were carrying out more and more regular patrols in a concerted effort to sweep the skies of the British army
  cooperation machines. Inevitably, as casualties crept up, there was a call for close escorts from the scouts which were still tied to their offensive patrols over the German lines. It was a
  complicated game of bluff and counter-bluff as each side sought to impose their will over the battlefield skies. If scouts were diverted to a defensive role, then perforce they would not be
  available for offensive operations, and, as the pressure they exerted waned, so the initiative would pass even further to the Germans. This was the conundrum that had to be resolved by Trenchard
  before the spring of 1917. It would test even his hardened resolve.


  Trenchard knew that army cooperation squadrons needed a better aircraft than the long serving, but hopelessly obsolete, BE2 series. The first BE2c dated back to June 1914 and after three long
  years of war had only been supplanted by its kith and kin variants: the BE2d, BE2e and BE2g, which shared all its generic faults and offered no real improvement in performance. The intended
  replacement was the more powerful RE8, inevitably known as the Harry Tate after the music hall performer, which unfortunately seemed to be jinxed right from the start. Design work had
  begun early in 1916 and the first prototype emerged as early as July 1916. But then a shortage of raw materials and myriad other problems seemed to dog the progress of the aircraft from drawing
  board to the front. As a result, it was only in November 1916 that 52 Squadron arrived on the Western Front equipped with RE8s. But their pilots seemed to be incapable of dealing with the
  RE8s flying characteristics. After a painful rash of accidents the RE8s were somewhat embarrassingly withdrawn to be replaced once again with the BE2e.


  It is difficult now to determine the cause of these accidents as many of the pilots were sadly inexperienced, but the slightly eccentric appearance of the RE8s, with
  their long upper wing extensions in sharp contrast to their foreshortened lower wings, failed to inspire pilots confidence. There were also teething problems with the design of the tail-fin
  that had to be solved before its flying characteristics could be improved. To make things worse, as the petrol tank was immediately behind the engine, when they crashed any spilt petrol was very
  likely to catch fire when it came in contact with the hot engine. Soon the RE8 was rumoured to be a jinxed aircraft prone to fatal crashes. Such rumours beset almost every new aircraft introduced
  on the Western Front. All were routinely traduced as spinning coffins with some flaw that would doom the unsuspecting pilot who flew in anything but the most cautious manner. Yet the
  RE8, although not as stable as the variants of BE2s, was to prove a perfectly steady and safe aircraft. If anything, like its predecessors, it was far too stable for the hurly-burly of combat and
  overall it lacked the manoeuvrability needed when the Albatros came too close for comfort.


  The first squadron to be effectively equipped with RE8s was 21 Squadron in February 1917. From this point the BE2c and its variants were gradually withdrawn from front-line service during the
  next few months. As for the RE8 it remained a controversial aircraft throughout the rest of the war. Its additional speed of up to 105 mph was welcome, as was its forward-firing Vickers machine gun
  and rear cockpit for the observer, with a handy Lewis gun to protect the tail. But the delays of almost a year before it was delivered in numbers meant that by the time it was in action the RE8 was
  already outdated and its performance suffered in comparison with more recently designed aircraft. Unfortunately, as the designated replacement for the BE2, the RE8 had been ordered in bulk.
  Thousands were in the process of being built by contractors across the length and breadth of Britain. It was the new army cooperation aircraft and  whatever its flaws  the RE8 was
  still far better than its predecessor.


  Trenchard was also aware that he desperately needed to increase both the number and quality of his scout aircraft. In the interim, he simply had to make do with what he had. Prominent amongst
  these was the DH2 single-seater pusherEN2 scout that had triumphed in the Somme skies of 1916, but was seriously outclassed by the new
  Albatros scouts. With a top speed of just 93 mph and armed with only a single forward-firing Lewis gun, their growing impotency was symbolised on 20 December 1916, when six
  DH2s of 29 Squadron led by Captain Gerald Knight, an acknowledged ace credited with eight victories, met Richthofen and four other Albatros scouts over Monchy-au-Bois. Knights considerable
  skills were irrelevant when faced with the equally accomplished Richthofen flying an immeasurably superior aircraft. Knight was sent spinning down to his death in Adinfer Wood and the rest of his
  flight were badly shot about. The DH2 was finished as a serious weapon of war. The FE8, another single-seater pusher aircraft that shared most of the characteristics of the DH2, was equally
  outdated.


  One other British scout available was the Sopwith Pup produced by the Sopwith Aviation Company. These aircraft had been supplied to the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) Squadrons from the summer
  of 1916. With the RFC in dire straits the RNAS had sent 8 (Naval) Squadron RNAS, which was partially equipped with the Sopwith Pups, to assist on the Western Front in November 1916. The Pups made
  an immediate good impression. A simple, well-balanced aircraft, they were a delight to fly  nimble, with a fast turning circle and no bad habits. The problem was that they were badly
  underpowered; their small 80 hp rotary engine could only generate a maximum speed of just under 100 mph at altitudes above 10,000 feet. Their single Vickers gun armament also left them outgunned by
  the Albatros. Unfortunately, by the time the RFC squadrons could be equipped with them it was already becoming apparent that, although this lovely aircraft was capable of competing with the
  Albatros, it would always do so at a slight, but significant disadvantage.


  The French had also helped fill the breach by supplying two fine single-seater scouts, the Nieuport 17 and the Spad VII. The Nieuport was well respected as an agile streamlined aircraft capable
  of reasonable speeds, but it, too, was slightly under-armed, with a single Vickers machine gun and an optional single Lewis gun on the top wing. The Spad VII was less manoeuvrable than the Nieuport
  17, but its robust construction and relatively high speed, combined with a forward-firing synchronised Vickers machine gun, soon made it a popular machine. However, none of these aircraft, for all
  their virtues, could compete with the combination of speed and powerful performance at all altitudes that the Albatros boasted. Nor could they match the impressive firepower generated by
  twin-synchronised belt driven Spandaus. Most of all there were simply not enough of them available to throw into battle when and where it mattered.


  Another Sopwith scout that was at last trickling out in early 1917 was the Sopwith Triplane. This, as the name suggests, had three layered short-span wings that promised and delivered incredible
  lift, great manoeuvrability and a superior field of vision to that found in the usual biplane layout. Blessed with a 110 hp Clerget engine they could reach up to 115 mph and were
  fitted with one or occasionally two centrally mounted Vickers machine guns. It is conceivable that this aircraft represents the single greatest missed British opportunity of the aerial war, for the
  design was passed by the Sopwith experimental department as early as May 1916. Yet the revolutionary triplane nature of this excellent scout seems to have blinded the British to the very real
  treasure they had uncovered. When the usual difficulties haunted its production, the expedient decision was taken to supply them only to the RNAS, in return for which the RFC received
  in exchange all the Spad VIIs originally intended for the RNAS. In consequence the RFC never flew the Sopwith Triplane in action and the original high production orders somehow withered away. Now
  it was at last ready to fly into action with the RNAS, but there were simply never enough of them on the Western Front to bring the success that the aircraft deserved. If anything the Germans were
  more impressed and indeed the legendary Fokker Triplane would be largely based on the template of the Sopwith Triplane.


  There was a potent new generation of British aircraft waiting in the wings. The Royal Aircraft Factory at Farnborough was producing the Scout Experimental Mark 5 (SE5), while the British and
  Colonial Aeroplane Company had built the two-seater Bristol Fighter. Captain Geoffrey de Havilland of the prosaically named Aircraft Manufacturing Company had designed the DH4 two-seater bomber,
  which looked likely to give a superb performance combining speed, a high altitude ceiling and rugged endurance. The other scout on the drawing board and only finally approved for production in
  December 1916, was the single-seater chunky little biplane  the Sopwith Camel. This was
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