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PHASE ONE



I

‘What makes you think you think with your head?’ inquired
Cundall, alluding to a remark of Williamson’s. ‘If ever you get a
bullet in your seat, I’m sure you’ll find it very disturbing to
thought. How could that be, if you think with your head only? You
might as well say that all business is done in London because that
is the seat of government. What about the solar plexus, or
Birmingham; the liver, or Manchester? What the liver thinks today,
the brain thinks tomorrow. After all, the brain is only part of the
body, and cerebration is only part of thinking. Haven’t you noticed
that a fat man never thinks in the same way as a thin man?’

The woman brought their eggs and chips and coffee and two
bottles of wine, a Muscat and a claret, for their choice.

‘One bottle’ll be enough, won’t it?’ suggested Williamson.

‘To start with anyhow. Let’s have the Muscat,’ said Allen.

Cundall addressed the woman. ‘Nous voulons le Muscat si’l vous
plait madame.’ Madame was the proprietress of the tiny estaminet in
the tiny village of Izel-le-Hameau. It was a mile or so from the
aerodrome by the path through the fields.

Two gunner subalterns came in for a quick drink. ‘Hullo Flying
Corps,’ said one, ‘how’s life?’

‘Pretty quiet just now. The Huns have got wind up,’ Williamson
replied.

‘Heard about this big push the Huns are supposed to be going to
make any minute?’

‘Heard about it!’ exclaimed Tom Cundall, ‘my God, we hear of
nothing else. We’re not particularly looking forward to it as we’ve
got to go down and shoot it up when it does come.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said the other gunner. ‘Personally I don’t
believe Jerry’ll dare come over at all, but if he does all the
Flying Corps’ll have to do will be to count the corpses.’

‘H.Q. seems windy about it,’ Williamson commented. ‘Sending
round reams of bumf.’

‘Don’t you believe it. They want everyone keyed up, that’s all.
They know damn well Jerry can’t come over against field artillery
and machine guns without getting shot to pieces. By God, I wish the
old Hun would come over. We’ve got every yard zoned and he’ll never
get as far as our wire. It’ll be the biggest shoot-up ever. They
haven’t even got any tanks.’

‘They’ve got some guns though,’ Tom remarked.

‘Our front is stiff with them, too; and ammunition, I don’t mind
telling you.’

The gunners swallowed their drink. ‘Well, we must be off.
Cheerio.’

‘Cheerio.’

***

‘They seem confident enough,’ said Allen when the gunners had
gone.

‘The wish is father to the thought,’ answered Williamson. ‘You
get like that, all blooded up and longing to smash the fellow
across the way. It’s a different life from ours.’

‘Thank God for that,’ said Cundall. ‘I took up flying with that
hope. PBI certainly didn’t suit me.’

‘I wish I’d had the experience.’ Allen was very young, and out
for the first time.

‘You should have mine if it were transferable,’ offered
Williamson.

‘Marvellous how these Frenchwomen can cook,’ Cundall remarked.
‘Even a meal of fried eggs and potatoes has style about it. The
French have always been attentive to the practical needs of life.
In England we’ve been worrying our heads about political things and
theories for a thousand years and neglecting the basis of living.
Look how we are, or were, fed. Anyone can make a fortune in England
by advertising a remedy for indigestion.’

‘Let’s have another bottle of wine.’ Allen liked to get Cundall
talking. He was young enough to admire his flow of verbiage, even
if it was sometimes faintly professorial.

Williamson commented on what Cundall had been saying. ‘Doesn’t
that show Englishwomen have failed in comparison with Englishmen?
Englishmen have built up what men ought to build up. Look what they
have done in science and literature. Yet their womenfolk can’t even
feed them properly. They are a worthless lot.’

‘Hear, hear,’ Cundall agreed: but Allen revolted. ‘Women have
been what men have let them be. What chance have they had in a
man-ruled world?’

‘Plenty of chance to learn cooking,’ Cundall replied. ‘I agree
with Bill. Women are inferior creatures, mentally, physically,
morally.’ He had had the misfortune a few months previously to be
in love with a married woman who used him to make her husband
jealous, and then dismissed him. He had got over it, but it left
him with a tendency to amuse himself with misogynistic talk;
especially when Allen was listening.

‘Morally?’ Allen was almost indignant. ‘Don’t talk rot. Everyone
knows they are better than men are.’

‘Good God,’ exclaimed Cundall. ‘Pass the wine, Bill. Isn’t
England the paradise of the enthusiastic amateur, who has almost
got official recognition as part of the war? Aren’t there already
enough war babies to supply a division to the B.E.F. in a few
years? And look at the way they gloat over the war.

But Allen interrupted indignantly, ‘Gloat, you say. My God,
d’you think a mother likes to hear of her sons being killed?’

‘Not usually, though they like the importance it lends them.
They have to pay for their luxuries sometimes.’

‘Rot,’ said Allen; ‘you know you’re talking nonsense. It’s
rotten for women. It’s worse to wait at home than go and get on
with the war.’

‘You don’t seem to have convinced the lad, Tom,’ said
Williamson. ‘It’s no use telling the truth to the very young. The
bitter, old, and wrinkled truth. They won’t believe it. They have
to find it out for themselves.’

‘Lot’s of them never do. I doubt whether Allen will ever grow up
mentally, even if he lives to be seventy-seven. He will go on
thinking women are angels, however much they cheat him sexually and
upset his digestion.’

‘Oh shut up, Cundall. You talk like some old bird who’s been
unhappily married for twenty years. Let’s have another bottle of
wine. Cheer you up.’

‘You’ll get blotto, drinking at this rate, and in your love for
all the sex you’ll probably assault the woman here.’

‘Not me. There’s only one I’m interested in.’

‘Then you ought to be ashamed of yourself,’ said Williamson.
‘You’re neglecting a lot of deserving young women, I’m sure. An
intrepid young birdman like you; tall, good-looking, plenty of
money, in pink breeches and trench boots. You must have dozens of
them running after you.’

‘Dry up, Bill. You and Cundall do nothing but rot. I like you,
and all that, but I wish you’d talk sense sometimes. I’ve got the
only girl that matters to me, and what do I care about the
others?’

‘You’ll find out when you’ve been married a year or two,’
replied Cundall.

‘Rot, you arid cynic.’ Allen pulled a case from his pocket and
tenderly took a photograph from it. He handed it to Cundall, who
saw the representation of a passable young woman very like a
million other passable young women. He glanced up at Allen, and,
perceiving how he felt about it, said ‘Allen, my son, I
congratulate you. Many happy years.’ He lifted his glass, and he
and Williamson drank the toast.

Allen could hardly speak, being near to tears of alcoholic
emotion. ‘Thanks,’ he said after a little, and then, ‘This bloody
war.’

‘Hullo!’ exclaimed Williamson, ‘who wants cheering up now? You
wait till it’s over and we go home conquering heroes. We won’t half
have a time.’

‘Until our blood money’s spent, and then there’ll be hell to
pay.’

‘Why?’

‘They’ll expect us to settle down to three hundred a year jobs
while the profiteers have the good time. You’ll see.’

‘My God, we’re not going to put up with that!’ Allen said
indignantly. ‘We’re doing the fighting and we’re going to have a
say in things when it’s over. The first people who’ll have to be
considered will be the fellows who’ve done the fighting. The
profiteers will have to fork out or by God we’ll shoot ’em.’

‘I hope we shall. Meanwhile we’ve got the Huns to practise on.
You ought to have been with us this morning, Allen, and seen that
two-seater go down.’

‘Good work,’ said Allen. ‘I shall be glad when I’ve got a
Hun.’

‘Bloodthirsty young scoundrel. How can you be so unfriendly?
Pity the poor Hun.’

‘Shoot first and pity afterwards. You’ve got six haven’t you,
Bill?’

‘Counting all the odd quarters and fifteenths when the credit
has been divided.’

‘Six is damn good. You’re a stout fellow, Bill. I wish I’d got
six!’

‘Huns or bottles of wine?’ Tom asked.

A girl came into the room as Tom was speaking, followed at once
by madame. She was short and fat and pleased to see the
aviateurs anglais. She said a great deal they did
not clearly understand about Boches and avions,
while her mother smiled in the background. Cundall secured one of
her hands, and Williamson the other. Allen, however, would have
nothing at all to do with the girl, being heart-bound. Cundall used
his French to advantage and was able to establish understanding.
They discussed the amenities of Izel in war time very pleasantly.
Then he said ‘Je serais tout a fait heureux si vous voudriez me
donner un tout petit baiser, belle mademoiselle.’

Belle mademoiselle laughed and looked round to smiling madame,
who agreed that the brave aviators deserved kissing. She would
charge another three francs.

So mademoiselle kissed Cundall and Williamson, and would have
done so to Allen, but he blushed and avoided.

‘No, I mean non. I say, Cundall, for goodness sake tell her not
to.’ They all laughed. ‘Monsieur n’aime pas les baisers, hein?’
said mademoiselle with great good humour.

‘Il aime une demoiselle anglaise avec tout son coeur,’ explained
Cundall. Soon afterwards they left and walked along the miry
footpath to the aerodrome. Williamson remarked that French
footpaths always had double tracks, and English only single ones,
which showed what unsociable pigs the English were.

‘You two seem sociable enough for anyone,’ said Allen; ‘what the
devil you wanted to kiss that fat little French female for beats
me. Do you kiss the servants when you’re at home?’

‘The very young Anglo-Saxon in love,’ Cundall commented.

‘I think we’d better strangle him, Tom, and bury the body here.
No one will know. We will cut off his left ear and send it to his
girl with the legend “Faithful unto Death” written in blood on the
box.’

It was a cloudy blowy evening with occasional drizzle and an
obscured gibbous moon. They were twenty miles behind the lines, and
the only indication of war was the everlasting rumble and the
distant flashes.

‘Looks as though tomorrow might be a washout,’ said
Williamson.

‘Not at dawn, I bet. We’ve got the dawn show. You’re coming,
aren’t you, Allen?’

‘Yes, I start my war tomorrow.’

Cundall and Allen were in C flight, and Williamson was in B
flight. Allen was new to the squadron, only having been in France
three weeks, which had been spent in practising flying and shooting
and bombing. The squadron flew Sopwith Camels, single-seater scouts
with rotary engines.

‘My engine’s been rotten since I over-revved it when we chased a
Halberstater that got away.’

‘Mine’s a peach. It’s a genuine Le Rhone Le Rhone.’

‘The French are damn good at making engines …’

***

They arrived at the squadron mess, and Williamson joined in a
game of slippery Sam. Allen went to the hut to write letters, as
usual. Cundall joined the group sitting round the fire. Desultory
talk about the war in the air was going on. Thomson was there, A
flight commander, and Bulmer, commander of B flight, and Robinson,
who called everybody ‘old bean’ or ‘old tin of fruit’, these
phrases being brand new (in fact, he was the originator of them).
And Franklin, vast and sleepy, who was utterly unaffected by the
chances of war. He got into frightful scrapes, and would come home
with his machine full of bullet holes and tears. Not content with
the usual two shows a day, he often went out alone to look for
something to shoot at; but unlike most sportsmen he appeared to
enjoy being shot at also. To Tom Cundall he was a mystery. Did he
think? Had life any value or meaning for him? He was completely
good-natured and good-tempered, and did not appear to dislike
anyone or anything; certainly not Germans. To him war seemed a
not-too-exciting big game hunt, Tom imagined.

And MacAndrews, C flight commander, who already had a bag of
twenty-six Huns, and had been given a flight after only three
months in France. He was Canadian, a dangerous man, a born fighter.
His efficiency was tremendous, and he was a first-rate leader. He
saw everything in the sky within ten miles, never led his flight
into a bad position, and he was very successful at surprising
unsuspecting Huns, often miles and miles over Hunland. He would
drop on them out of the clouds or out of the sun, put an
efficacious burst into his selected victim at point blank range,
and away. It was too risky to stop and fight perhaps fifteen miles
over the lines; one dive and away was the plan. Dog-fighting was an
amusement for rather nearer home. Mac usually got his man when he
could engineer one of these surprises, a thing which was not easy;
and if it was a formation they attacked, the rest of the flight
bagged one or two between them as a rule.

He was playing poker with some more of the Canadians of the
squadron. At about ten o’clock he strolled over to the fire.

‘I guess I’ll turn in now. Don’t forget we’ve got the dawn show,
Cundall. Bombs.’

‘Right you are, Mac. Are you taking Allen?’

‘Ay. He’s going to be a good lad. He’s keen.’

Tom wondered whether the last sentence was a hit at him. He was
never quite sure how to take Mac.

II

Tom Cundall awoke unwillingly. ‘Half-past five, sir. Leave the
ground at half-past six,’ the batman said. He grunted and turned
over. ‘Six o’clock, sir,’ the batman said.

Tom sat up. His lamp was alight. Allen was washing himself.
Williamson and Seddon were asleep in their corners.

‘What the hell are you washing for?’

‘Because I’m not a dirty pig like you,’ retorted Allen. ‘Get up,
and don’t be so lazy and dirty.’

It was cold. Tom put on some clothes and brushed his teeth and
his hair. Then he put on his sidcot suit and walked across to the
mess with Allen for tea and eggs. The stars were fading, and the
sky was clear. It seemed as if it would be one of those brilliant
mornings before a dull or rainy day. He seized Allen’s arm and
declaimed:



Full many a glorious morning have I
seen

Flatter the mountain tops with sovereign
eye,

Kissing with golden face the meadows
green,

Gilding pale streams with heavenly
alchemy.



Allen did not interrupt him; then he said: ‘You’re a weird
bloke, Cundall. As a rule you’re perfectly foul-minded, but I’ve
never known anyone wallow in poetry like you do.’

‘Mind you,’ replied Tom, ‘the poet is not describing anything he
ever saw. It is pure fake. No morning ever was so glorious as those
lines, which are a showing forth of the poet’s glorious mind.’

‘I hope your egg’s hard boiled,’ Allen retorted. ‘Better buck
up. They’re running engines.’

Mac and Debenham were already in the mess, and Miller, a
compatriot of Mac’s, came in soon after. Mac gave out
instructions.

‘Before we do O Pip we’re to reconnoitre the ground and look for
something to drop bombs on and shoot up. The big push is due any
time now and they want reports of all movements. So keep your eyes
skinned for anything moving.’

Tom went back to the hut and donned overshoes, flying helmet,
and gloves. He put his automatic pistol in his pocket. It might
possibly be useful if he had to land on the wrong side of the
lines. But he could hardly fight the whole German army with it. It
might be better to leave it behind. After hesitation he pocketed
it, and then walked to the hangars. It was almost half-past six,
and light enough to take off. He climbed into his waiting Camel,
which was marked W. Mac, in V, was already running his engine. Tom
settled in his seat, and a mechanic called out ‘Switch off, petrol
on’. Tom answered with the same words, and pumped up pressure,
fastened his safety belt, waggled the joystick, kicked the rudder
bar, and pulled up the CC gear piston handle, while they turned the
engine backwards to suck in gas. He gave his goggles a rub up with
his handkerchief. ‘Contact’ shouted the mechanic, and Tom switched
on and answered ‘Contact’. The engine started at the first swing.
He eased the throttle back and adjusted the petrol flow until it
was ticking over. His goggles were misty and he gave them another
rub. They would clear after a little. Looking round he saw Mac
taxiing out to take off. Miller was following. Tom opened out with
a roar, looked at the rev counter, throttled down, and waved his
hand. The mechanics pulled away the chocks from the wheels of the
under-carriage, and ran round to the rear of the planes to hold the
rear struts in order to help him turn.

He swung round and opened out at once. The effell, as the thing
was called that showed wind direction, was hanging limp; so he
could take off in any direction that gave a clear run.

The grey morning air was as still as cream, and the dizzy ground
fled by, leaving him in utter stillness except for engine
vibration. He held the Camel’s nose down to gain speed, and then
pushed the stick over to the left as he let it zoom, doing a steep
left-hand climbing turn, his wing-tip almost brushing the ground,
and it leapt up with glorious release over the trees that
surrounded the mess.

He flattened out, and then put up its nose to climb until the
whole machine was shuddering with the strain. He knew what it could
do, and kept it there until the aerodrome had become a little lawn
and Izel a village in Lilliput.

They were to pick up formation at three thousand feet; but where
was everyone? There were four other aeroplanes somewhere quite near
him, yet the sky seemed empty. He turned and saw three of them
above his right top plane. He flew up to them and took position on
Mac’s left hand. Debenham was behind and outside him, and Miller on
Mac’s right. Allen should be behind and outside Miller, but he was
not there. Probably he could not find them. Then suddenly he
appeared.

Aeroplanes had this way of appearing and disappearing. Huns
loomed up out of nowhere and were gone again as quickly. Many
people got shot down without knowing anything about it. But Tom had
been out there two months now, and ought to be less surprisable.
Seeing in the air was a matter of getting used to the conditions of
seeing, knowing what to look for. Inexperienced pilots were shot
down easily because they did not see approaching danger; the first
weeks over the lines were quite the most dangerous.

In a few minutes they were over Arras, recognizably a town, if a
battered one. The sun thrust a glowing shoulder dimly through the
eastward murk, but the earth below was still twilit.

It was difficult to make out the features of the ground in front
of them. Even the Arras-Bapaume road merged quickly into the
undifferentiated greyness. A few clouds, the forerunners of an
army, were coming up below them from the south-west on a freshening
wind. The bitter desert of the lines passed beneath them.

Mac began zig-zagging about, gradually losing height while he
looked for anything interesting that might be visible. About three
miles within Hunland they had worked down to two thousand five
hundred feet, keeping beyond range of machine-gun fire from the
ground. Tom was startled by a pop-pop-pop behind him, and as by
reflex he went into a vertical turn; but it was only Debenham
trying his guns. He reversed bank and took up position again. He
dived and got what might once have been a farmhouse into his Aldis
and pressed the trigger on the triangular top piece of the
joystick. The two machine guns rattled. He zoomed into formation
once more.

The brains, thought Tom, of the Johnnies who made the weapons of
war! They invented an engine to drive a two-bladed air-screw at
twelve hundred r.p.m. They invented a machine gun that would fire
six hundred rounds in a minute, and when the inconvenience was felt
of the propeller’s masking the fire of the guns, a beneficial
genius known as Constantinesco arose and made a gear that
synchronized miraculously the absence of a blade with the presence
of a bullet. It worked by oil pressure, and having taken a course,
he was supposed to know all about it; but the fervid ingenuities of
lethal genius were too much for his unmechanized brain. Within the
past year, having never before approached nearer to mechanical
operations than to clean a rifle, rewasher a tap, or maintain a
push bicycle, he was supposed to have mastered the workings of
several aero-engines, the Vickers gun and the Lewis gun,
photography, the Morse code, aero-dynamics, bombs, the structure
and rigging of sundry aeroplanes, and the Constantinesco gear. He
was also learning how to fly and how not to get shot down. But why
didn’t inventors confine their talents to inventing pleasant
things? Anyone revising the Inferno would have to make up a new
worse-than-any circle for machine gun makers.

A loud double cough made his heart jump. It was Archie taking
notice of them, and his first shots were always startling if you
weren’t thinking about him. The black bursts were right in front,
and he flew through them and then turned outwards. Mac circled. It
was no use trying to keep strict formation, and the only thing was
to keep somewhere near him. Archie put up a lot more stuff to
distract them and break up their formation. It was not easy to
watch both the heavens and earth closely and keep formation when
Archie was coughing with black hate all the while. His sudden
spectral appearances were more surprising than dangerous, but it
was not advisable to go on flying straight for long when he was
active.

Tom wished Mac would go down and drop bombs on some trenches and
get it over. It was uncomfortable to be floating over Hunland below
three thousand feet, a prey to all the Huns that might care to dive
on them, loaded with eighty pounds of bombs. An extra eighty pounds
made a lot of difference to a Camel; gave it a water-logged
feeling.

He pushed his goggles up and scrutinized the sky anxiously. If
they were going to be attacked he was going to drop his bombs. But
the sky was clear. The Hun pilots must be sitting a long time over
their breakfast sausages. A burst of Archie appeared right over his
head. It seemed extraordinary that it had got there without hitting
him on the way. Mac was waggling his wings; the ‘enemy seen’
signal. Tom looked round again, but could not see any enemy. What
the hell? Then Mac put his nose down and dived and the rest flopped
after him. There was something on a road, difficult to make out. By
jove, it was a half a dozen motor lorries, probably with
camouflaged tops. They were not moving, hoping to remain unseen;
but Mac saw everything. Tracer bullets came streaking up from the
ground. Hunland was full of machine guns. You couldn’t often see
them and didn’t know who was shooting or where the next lot was
coming from. It was a matter of luck whether you were hit or
not.

Tom slewed outwards so as to take the road fore-and-aft, got his
sight on to the convoy and released his bombs hurriedly and pulled
out of the dive into a climbing turn. His engine spluttered, and he
had to push the stick forwards to keep from falling into a spin.
What had happened? He was less than four hundred feet up. The
pressure gauge had blown. What a racket there was going on when the
engine didn’t drown it! The proper thing to do was to switch over
to the gravity tank. He was losing height quickly. His hand fumbled
the switch. Get over, damn you. It went over. Nothing happened. Two
hundred feet. He would have to land. What a din of machine guns.
Bullets were coming too near. He went into a side-slip. He would
have to land near the people they were bombing. Would they kill
him? The engine started up with a roar. He zig-zagged about, relief
bubbling up from his stomach. Where was he going? He must get home
out of this. Home was in the west. My little grey home in the west.
Where was the west? He dared not fly straight for a moment. Hunland
was full of machine guns. But the more he turned and side-slipped,
the faster his compass spun. Where the devil was he? The sun, of
course! The sun was in the east. He was flying towards it. He would
soon be at Berlin. There was a frightful crack in front of him that
made him jerk nearly into a flat spin. Was a field gun taking a
shot at him? Guns ought to mind their own business. He put his nose
down and loosed off at the puff. There was another terrific crack
that seemed to lift him about fifty feet and drop him again,
leaving his entrails in the sky. He was frightened to death but
damned annoyed and dived and fired again at the puffs, this time
from the side. He couldn’t see any guns. They seemed to be firing
from nowhere, but he felt he had got his own back, and he made off
all out with his tail towards the sun. It was best not to climb,
but to keep his nose down and trust to speed. It would be difficult
for a machine gun Hun to know he was coming if he kept well down on
the horizon, and by the time the Hun had got his Parabellum or
whatever he called it working, he would be half a mile away. And he
was less likely to be noticed from above than if he climbed. The
great thing was to get home before the gravity tank was empty.

It took him about two minutes to reach the front line. He kept
on turning slightly without banking, so that he was always
side-slipping and never going quite the way his nose was pointing.
Machine gun fire from the ground was the very devil. This low work
was the last occupation on earth for longevity. The German trenches
seemed deserted except for an occasional sentry. The others were
all asleep in their dugouts dreaming of their sisters-in-law at
home. No doubt they were nice lads. It was a shame to shoot at
them. He had an instant glimpse of a grey figure raising a rifle at
him. He waved and passed on over the barbed wire, but not yet into
safety, for a machine gun sent a final dose of hate after him. He
heard its rattle, but nothing came of it, and it quickly faded out.
Thank God to see khaki again and feel safe.

Not that there had been so much to worry about. He had been
upset by his engine spluttering out like that, but if nothing worse
than that ever happened to him he wouldn’t have much to grumble
about. Nevertheless, it was wrong the way pressure gauges blew in a
dive: this was not the first time it had happened to him. He tried
to pump up pressure with the hand pump, but without success, and
floated gently homewards and landed a little after half-past seven.
The sergeant fitter came out to see what the matter was. Tom cursed
the pressure gauge and got out and took an inventory. There were a
few bullet holes dotted about. One was in the side of the cockpit,
and he couldn’t make out how the bullet had missed him. He shook
himself, but no bullet dropped out. A lump of shrapnel was buried
in the leading edge of the left-hand top plane.

He went to the hut, where Williamson and Seddon were still
asleep. It was no use going up to the office to report, so he got
into bed and slept too, until Allen came crashing in.

‘Get up, Cundall. Mac wants you up at the office to report. By
George, I was glad to see your bus here when we got back. I thought
you’d been shot down.’

‘Enjoy yourself?’ asked Tom, getting out of bed.

‘Rather. Good fun diving on that transport. Mac says we cleaned
’em up nicely. Nothing much else happened. We climbed to twelve
thousand and did a patrol. The others say we were dived on by some
Pfalz scouts. Mac says seven, but Miller swears there were nine. I
didn’t see any. All I knew was that we were splitarsing around like
wet hens for a time. I wondered what it was all about. Anyway, it
seems they cleared off after having a look at us. They must have
been queer blokes.’

‘Huns are queer blokes.’

‘They are.’ Williamson was awake. ‘They won’t fight before
breakfast. It puts their digestion out for the whole day. Evidently
the ones you met were a before-breakfast patrol.’

Allen threw Tom’s pillow at him, and they went to the office,
where the major was taking the report.

‘What happened to you, Cundall?’ asked Mac.

Tom told him.

‘Can you give me pinpoints for that battery you shot at?’ the
major wanted to know. Tom did his best.

‘The next time anything like that happens to you,’ said Mac,
‘keep with the flight and give the dud engine signal, and we’ll see
you back across the lines. You’ve got a longeron split by a bullet,
and it doesn’t look safe. You’ll have to have Y this afternoon.
You’d better take it up after breakfast and see if it’s all
right.’

III

Tom had a good breakfast, lit his pipe, and went up to the
latrines. The morning latrine was quite a social affair. The
squadron had an excellent five-compartment house with canvas walls,
very convenient for conversation.

‘We shall learn one thing from this ’ere war,’ said Tom to an
unseen audience, ‘and that is the social value of the latrine.
Visceral activity is undoubtedly stimulating to thought. Besides
eating parties we shall have excretory parties, and the
Daily Telegraph will print glowing burbles about
the interior decoration of Mayfair cabinettes.’

This idea was approved, and an interesting quarter of an hour’s
conversation followed, in connection with which Robinson told a
fantastic story about a man who broke into Buckingham Palace in the
reign of Queen Victoria.

Der-DER. shouted the klaxon in its blaring gurgle, and again
der-DER. It was time for A flight to prepare to go up. The klaxon
was the major’s pet. If he was in the office a little before the
time at which a flight was due to go up he morsed A, B, or C with a
switch key controlling the klaxon, a powerful instrument attached
to a tree in front of the mess. If he was not in the office, the
adjutant was supposed to sound it. If nobody was there and the horn
was not sounded, the flight went up just the same. Its chief effect
was to make people with ragged nerves curse at it.

Apart from his klaxon the major did not bother them unduly. He
was a shy, ineffective man who made efforts to be convivial on
binge nights and did not care for flying Camels. The only flying he
did was going up to see if the weather was dud, and his average
flying time was about ten minutes a week.

Flying Camels was not everyone’s work. They were by far the most
difficult of service machines to handle. Many pilots killed
themselves by crashing in a right hand spin when they were learning
to fly them. A Camel hated an inexperienced hand, and flopped into
a frantic spin at the least opportunity. They were unlike ordinary
aeroplanes, being quite unstable, immoderately tail-heavy, so light
on the controls that the slightest jerk or inaccuracy would hurl
them all over the sky, difficult to land, deadly to crash: a list
of vices to emasculate the stoutest courage, and the first flight
on a Camel was always a terrible ordeal. They were bringing out a
two-seater training Camel for dual work, in the hope of reducing
that thirty per cent of crashes on first solo flights.

Tom very well remembered his own first effort. Baker, his
instructor, had given him a preliminary lecture.

‘I suppose you haven’t run a Clerget engine before.’ (It was a
Clerget Camel.) ‘You’ll find it just like a Le Rhone; you’ve taken
up the Le Rhone Pup, haven’t you? You’ll find it a bit fierce to
start with: you’ve got another forty horse-power and plenty more
revs. You’ll soon get to like that. Be careful with your fine
adjustment, they’re a bit tricky on that. Ease it back as much as
you can as soon as you’re off the ground, and the higher you get
the less juice you’ll find she wants. I expect you’ve heard all
about flying them. Be careful of your rudder. You may find it a bit
difficult to keep straight at first. Keep just a shade of left
rudder on to counteract the twist to the right; when you’re on
anything like full throttle you can feel the engine pulling to the
right all the time. Remember to use the rudder as little as
possible, you hardly want any when you turn. But don’t be afraid of
putting on plenty of bank. A Camel’s an aeroplane, not a house with
wings, and you can put ’em over vertical and back again quicker
than you can say it. I expect you’ll find three-quarter throttle or
so best for getting used to it. Keep her between eighty and ninety
at first. Don’t get wind up, and you’ll be quite happy. Now this is
what I want you to do. Take your time in running the engine on the
ground, so as to get used to it, then go straight up to five
thousand all out. You’ll be up there in no time. You’re not to turn
or do anything except ease the fine adjustment back below five
thousand. Climb at eighty-five. Then you can try turning to the
left, all out or throttled down, just as you like. Don’t be afraid
of spinning. If you do spin, you know how to get out: pull off the
petrol and give her plenty of opposite rudder and stick. Have the
stick well forward, but don’t keep it too far forward when she’s
coming out, or you’ll dive like hell and lose a lot of height and
jerk yourself about and lord knows what.’

Tom had got in and run the engine. There wasn’t any difficulty
about that. He taxied out and turned round. The wind being easterly
he had to take off over the hangars. He opened the throttle and the
engine roared. Then it spluttered. Hell! He caught a glimpse of
people jumping about with excitement. Too much petrol. His hand
went to the fine adjustment. By the time he had got the engine
running properly he was almost into a hangar with his tail hardly
off the ground. He pulled the stick back and staggered into the air
just clearing the roof: if the engine gave one more splutter he
would stall and crash. But the engine continued to roar uniformly.
His heart, having missed several beats, thumped away to make up for
them, and he felt emulsified; but he was flying.

The engine was pulling like a chained typhoon. He seemed to be
going straight up. Two thousand feet, and he had only just
staggered above the hangars! It was difficult to hold the thing
down at all; the slightest relaxation of forward pressure on the
stick would point it at the very zenith. The day was excellent for
flying, there being no wind or bumps. A grey mist was still weakly
investing the world, limiting the field of vision, wrapping the
horizon in obscurity. At his back the south-westerly sun was
touching the greyness and trans¬muting it into a haze of golden
light, blinding to peer into; in front the mist hung like a solid
but unattainable wall, ending abruptly in a straight line at some
three or four thousand feet, and on it stood the base of the pale
grey-blue vault of sky, seeming only a degree less solid.

He soon became aware that he was not flying straight. At first
the sensation peculiar to side-slipping had been lost in the major
sensation of flying a strange machine, but when his senses were
less bewildered by the strangeness of it he became aware of a
side-wind, of a secondary vibration within the normal vibration of
the engine, of the particular feeling of wrongness that is
associated with side-slipping. He had seen beginners doing this
sort of thing. A few days previously someone had taken off on a
Camel and gone across the aerodrome almost like a flying crab,
while everybody held their breath and waited for the side-slip to
become a spin and the pilot a corpse; but he had got away with it.
Tom had been scornful at the time, but here he was doing much the
same sort of thing; he had no idea why. He could fly any ordinary
aeroplane straight enough. He experimented with the rudder, but
soon came to the conclusion that side-slipping was an ineluctable
vice of Camels; at any rate of this one. It would not fly straight
for more than a second at a time.

At five thousand feet he put the machine on a level keel in
order to try to turn, but flying level brought such an increase of
speed and fierceness that he was constrained to throttle down the
engine considerably before he could bring himself to put on bank.
Then, very carefully, he pressed the stick towards the left and the
rudder gently the same way. What happened was that all tension went
out of the controls, there was an instant of steep side-slip, and
the earth whizzed round in front of him. A spin! At once his hand
went to the fine adjustment to shut off the petrol. Full forward
opposite stick and rudder stopped the spinning, but he found
himself diving vertically and side-slipping badly at the same time.
He had fallen from the seat and was hanging in the belt. He pulled
himself back into the seat by means of the joystick and set about
getting out of the dive. Gradually he brought the nose up to the
horizon, or to where it was hidden in the mist, and restarted the
engine which roared away furiously.

Looking at the pitot he found the speed was a hundred and
twenty, so he eased the stick back and climbed. For some minutes he
didn’t care to do anything but fly as straight as he could, and it
cost him an effort of will to decide to try again to turn. This
time he was ready for a spin, and as soon as he felt the controls
going soft he came out of the turn. By this means he succeeded in
turning through a few degrees without actually spinning, and after
a few more such turns he let his strong desire to get back to earth
have its way. He made out that he was some way east of Croydon, and
it was necessary to turn west. To do this he shut off the engine
and brought the machine round in a long sweeping glide. The thing
would turn on the glide without spinning, anyhow: that was
something. He flew towards the sun until he judged the aerodrome
must be close ahead, though it was invisible in the golden haze,
and stopped the engine again and soon found himself gliding over
the aerodrome at a thousand feet. He started the engine, throttled
right down, and buzzed the engine on the thumb switch. To get into
the aerodrome he had to perform another complete half-turn, which
he did on the glide, not without some qualms about the nearness of
the ground. He wouldn’t have stopped up any longer for the wealth
of all Jewry. He would never make a Camel pilot. He would give up
flying and go back to the PBI. He drifted on downwards to land,
approaching the aerodrome correctly from leeward, but rather fast,
being afraid of stalling and spinning into the ground. He floated
across the aerodrome. He suddenly realized he would never get in.
His wheels touched the ground and he bounced like a kangaroo.
Desperately he opened the throttle. The engine spluttered. He was
heading for that same hangar again. He would hit it this time. He
moved the fine adjustment and the engine roared. He pulled up and
once more staggered over the roof, having caught a glimpse of Baker
shaking a fist at him. He held on his way shakily up to three
thousand feet, and then shut off the engine and glided back.

This time he hardly reached the aerodrome at all, and opened the
throttle, but the engine wouldn’t pick up. He just floated over the
boundary hedge and pancaked on to the rough ground at the edge of
the aerodrome. Luckily the undercarriage stood it. His prop
stopped, and he sat there waiting for mechanics to come and swing
it: safe, profoundly glad to be back on earth, but feeling a
perfect fool.

It took the mechanics a long time to reach him, and that gave
Baker time to cool down. All he said was ‘Well, how d’you like
it?’

‘Oh, not too bad,’ Tom lied. ‘I spun turning.’

‘You’ll soon get over that, but for the love of heaven don’t do
that comic taking-off act of yours any more, or you’ll smash the
only Camel I’ve got left, and we shall have to scrape you off with
a knife.’

But that was long ago: four months in fact. Or was it four
years? Camels were wonderful fliers when you had got used to them,
which took about three months of hard flying. At the end of that
time you were either dead, a nervous wreck, or the hell of a pilot
and a terror to Huns, who were more unwilling to attack Camels than
any other sort of machine except perhaps Bristol Fighters. But then
Bristol Fighters weren’t fair. They combined the advantages of a
scout with those of a two-seater. Huns preferred fighting SEs which
were stationary engined scouts more like themselves, for the
Germans were not using rotary engines except for their exotic
triplanes, and the standard Hun scout was the very orthodox
Albatros. They knew where they were with SEs, which obeyed the laws
of flight and did as properly stabilized aeroplanes ought to do. If
you shot at one, allowing correctly for its speed, you would hit
it: it would be going the way it looked as if it were going,
following its nose. But not so a Camel. A Camel might be going
sideways or flat-spinning, or going in any direction except
straight backwards. A Camel in danger would do the most queer
things, you never knew what next, especially if the pilot was Tom
Cundall. And in the more legitimate matter of vertical turns,
nothing in the skies could follow in so tight a circle, so that,
theoretically speaking, all you had to do when caught miles from
home by dozens of Huns was to go into a vertical bank and keep on
turning to the right until the Huns got hungry and went down to
their black bread and sauerkraut, or it got dark: the difficulty
was that you might run out of petrol and have to shoot them all
down on the reserve tank, so that it might be as well to shoot them
all down at once, as recommended in patriotic circles.

The same with the half-roll. Nothing would half-roll like a
Camel. A twitch of the stick and flick of the rudder and you were
on your back. The nose dropped at once and you pulled out having
made a complete reversal of direction in the least possible time.
The half-roll was quite a new invention. Tom had never heard of it
before he reached France; but after one of his practice flights,
when he had been just throwing the bus about, Jenkins, whom he had
known at Croydon, made a remark to him about his half-rolls. Tom
accepted the compliment and made inquiries in other directions as
to what a half-roll actually was. Thomson, the squadron stunt
expert, told him it was just the first half of a roll followed by
the second half of a loop; the only stunt useful in fighting. If
you were going the wrong way it was the quickest known method of
returning in your slipstream.

The roll of course he knew. It was newish, but familiar at
Croydon. He had seen George kill himself there by pulling the wings
off a Pup with too much rolling. And young Fleming, who had a flair
for Camel flying and took to them like an Arab right from his first
flight, used to roll a Camel just over the hangars and scare
everybody stiff … and then one day he broke his neck making a
careless bumpy landing; such being life.

And the loop was positively prehistoric. The ancient animated
bird-cages that used to flap precariously about just over the
chimney-pots with the mistaken notion that they were being
aeroplanes, even they on occasion looped the loop, and contemporary
newspapers published diagrams with dotted lines and arrows showing
how the marvel was accomplished. But the man who first conceived
the idea and had the heart to carry it out in one of those flimsy
museum pieces must have been a hero of purest descent. Tom did not,
however, enjoy looping a Camel, and as there was really no point in
doing so, he very seldom did. A stable machine, an SE5 for instance
(you could set the adjustable tail-plane, calculate speed and
distance, wind up the alarm clock, and go to sleep with the sober
certainty of waking up right over your destination), would loop so
that you didn’t know anything about it except that first it was all
sky and no earth, and then all earth and no sky and you must
throttle down until things were normal again. But a Camel had to be
flown carefully round with exactly the right amount of left rudder,
or else it would rear and buck and hang upside down and flop and
spin. There was a fellow at Fairlop who spun five thousand feet
with the engine full on from a loop. Probably he was not strapped
in very tightly and was jerked out of his seat when he fell into
the spin and hung with his head above the centre section, unable to
pull himself back into the seat because of centrifugality. He must
have watched the ground whirling up to hit him for a good
half-minute before the light went out: unless, as was remotely
possible, he had banged his head on something before he spun. There
wasn’t enough left to guide the guessing.

That was the worst of being in the flying service: you were
always in the front line, even in England.

But it was just this instability that gave Camels their good
qualities of quickness in manoeuvre. A stable machine had a
predilection for normal flying positions, and this had to be
overcome every time you wanted to do anything, whereas a Camel had
to be held in flying position all the time, and was out of it in a
flash. It was nose light, having a rotary engine weighing next to
nothing per horse power, and was rigged tail heavy so that you had
to be holding her down all the time. Take your hand off the stick
and it would rear right up with a terrific jerk and stand on its
tail. Moreover, only having dihedral on the bottom plane gave a
Camel a very characteristic elevation. You could tell one five
miles off, so that Huns had plenty of time to think twice before
attacking.

With these unorthodox features, a Camel was a wonderful machine
in a scrap. If only it had been fifty per cent faster! There was
the rub. A Camel could neither catch anything except by surprise,
nor hurry away from an awkward situation, and seldom had the option
of accepting or declining combat. But what of it? You couldn’t have
everything.

Unfortunately they were good machines for ground-strafing. They
could dive straight down on anything, and when a few feet off the
ground, go straight up again. They practised this on the aerodrome,
having a target marked out on the ground. Tom sometimes dived so
close to it that he ran into dollops of earth that his bullets
kicked up. Once two pieces had hit his head, one after the other,
in exactly the same place. This was curious, and made a bruise.
Ground-strafing was interesting, but not safe. It was, indeed, the
great casualty maker. No one minded much about scrapping with air
Huns. There was some risk, certainly, but nearly all the risk was
run by the Huns. Except for a few big circuses they were not
formidable, and seemed to do their best to lead a quiet life. Their
average pilots were very middling indeed in 1918, and they seemed
to concentrate all their good men in the circuses. But
ground-strafing was another matter. You could do very little to
avoid machine-gun fire from the ground. The most cunning and
experienced pilot was liable to be brought down, though he might
feel perfectly safe upstairs, and cheerfully war against odds.
Experience and cunning were everything there, and the war in the
air was not too worrying once you were properly acclimatized; but
machine-gun fire from the ground no one could get used to.

When Tom had arrived in France for flying duty, not feeling at
all sure of his ability to fly a Camel even moderately well, his
ears feverish with rumours of enormous casualties among Camel
pilots, he was sure his life wasn’t worth two sous. Bold, bad,
terrific Huns would pounce on him like hawks on a sparrow. But when
he got to his squadron he was surprised to find everyone as happy
as cats in a dairy. There was no wind up about Camels at all. They
seemed to be liked. There were no horrific tales of crashes, such
as he had been used to hearing, and as for Huns, anyone listening
to Bulmer or Thomson or Robinson might have thought Huns were just
queer birds that flapped about the sky to be shot at, and had
amusing tricks that added to the gaiety of nations.

He was relieved to find that in quiet times casualties were
rare; and it was very quiet then; the depth of winter and the lull
after Cambrai. He would not have to go near the line for a month,
during which time he would practise flying and shooting and
bombing; ferry new machines from the park at Candas; and do orderly
dog once a week.

The war in the air wasn’t such a bad war, after all.

IV

Having finished his pipe, Tom strolled up to the hangars to see
about Y. The fruit trees were just beginning to show awareness of
the possibility that even in 1918 there would be spring. The
orchard would look very pretty in another six weeks, and he hoped
he would still be there to see nature’s annual tricking out for the
pageant of summer. It was soothing to behold the complete
indifference of the rest of natural things and processes to the
tumults and thuddings and trumpetings of men; a devastating comment
or no-comment upon the church-and-press war clamour. And men
returned the same frankly by being blindly indifferent to
everything except the system erected to meet their passioned
interests of the moment.

The squadron occupied for its officers’ mess one side of a
square farm building which enclosed a yard full of animals and
dung. It was quite picturesque, the low stone façade roofed above
with old red-brown tiles. There was a plain doorway in the centre,
and on each side two windows, giving light to the dining-room and
the ante-room. They were comfortable quarters. There was a huge
fireplace in each room and a supply of toasting forks. Of course
there was a bar, and it was usually well stocked.

In the barns which formed two sides of the courtyard there were
kept three ridable horses that had got used to the row of
aeroplanes, and would trot about the countryside. Tom, who had no
sort of seat, was out on one of these beasts one afternoon, and
some silly ass, flying low overhead, let off his machine guns,
attacking the target at a ridiculous angle that would send bullets
ricocheting all over France. The nag could not put up with it, and
bolted for home. Tom hung on, expecting each heavenward lurch to
end the partnership, seeing himself with one foot caught in the
stirrup having his brains bashed out on the ground. But somehow he
was still in the saddle when the horse stopped with a jerk in front
of his stable door. He could not but admire the animal’s sound
instinct in bolting for home on hearing machine-gun fire, but
decided he would keep to safer than equestrian amusements; flying,
for instance.

The pigs were indistinguishable from English pigs, except for a
greater pungency of odour, which was not their own fault. The cows,
however, were less ladylike than English cows. Tom missed that air
of placid and spinsterish chastity that make English cows and women
so irritating to bulls and men. The chickens, too, had not been
hatched in the protestant tradition, and lacked moral grandeur.
Nevertheless farming seemed to pay in France.

Having read the first hundred and twenty-four pages of
La Terre, Tom thought he knew something about
French peasants, and was always hoping to catch some glimpses of
delightful Zolaesque sordidness. So far he had failed. They seemed
quiet, hard-working, orderly, polite. On week-days they worked from
dawn till dusk, the women in the fields with what men there were.
Unlike Gray’s friends they did not drive their team afield jocund,
but wrapped in impassable blankness. No tricks of aviation could
amaze them. Even the near whizz of bullets left them unmoved as
they worked within a hundred yards of the ground target. At the
most they gazed with monumental stolidity; so they would gaze at an
angel sounding the trump of doom on a weekday. Their massive
continental plough-horses were very like them.

Y looked all right. They pulled her out and ran the engine. The
guns were ready for loading, and when Tom pulled up the CC gear
handle it stopped up. There was a little sideways play on the stick
to be taken up. The seat was comfortable, the timepiece functioned,
the engine gave its revs. Tom dressed and took it up. The sky had
clouded over and there was quite a wind blowing from west of
south-west. At ten thousand feet there would be a strong west wind;
the sort that took one over Cambrai in a few seconds and made the
return journey seem like half-an-hour, with Archie taking full
advantage of one’s difficulties and turning the sky black. It
probably cost about five hundred thousand pounds for Archie to
bring down a two thousand pound aeroplane; but that did not matter;
it was das Krieg.

It climbed well, and in a minute reached the cloud layer, which
was at fifteen hundred feet. After a few preliminary obscurings he
was involved in the grey deleting mist. The world had gone;
dissolved into intangible chaos. Nothing had form except the
aeroplane and himself and perhaps that queer circular ghost of a
rainbow that sat in the blankness in front. Every motion had
ceased, for all the roaring of the engine. Nevertheless, he knew by
experience that in this no-world it was necessary to keep the pitot
at eighty or more, and the joystick and rudder central, or bad
sensations as of dizzy flopping would follow. The mist grew darker.
He put his head in the office and flew by the instruments. He kept
the speed right but he could feel that all was not well, without
being able to tell what might be wrong. The mist brightened. He
came suddenly into sunshine. A cloudless blue vault of sky arched
over a gleaming floor of ivory rocks. It was all around him in the
twinkling of an eye, and the grey chaos away in another universe, a
million light years or a few feet distant. The two spheres were as
close together and as far apart as life and death. He saw that he
was flying with unintentional bank.

The bright glare of uncontaminated space and the cold purity of
the air had their usual exhilarating effect. He performed several
rolls and contorted in nameless rudder-kicking spasms that spun the
sky and cloud-floor jerkily about; and, satisfied that Y was not
likely to fall to pieces, he dropped to the floor and
contour-chased over its shining hillocks and among its celestial
ravines. This was not the majesty of cumulus, with its immitigable
towering heights and golden threatening; its soul of fire and
shadow; pile on pile of magically suspended gleaming dream-stuff;
glory of vision and splendour of reality; shapeless splendour of
form; empty solidity; fantastic, mutable, illusory as life itself.
This was the level-floating rain-cloud, a layer only a few hundred
feet thick, that makes the earth so dull a place when it eclipses
the sky, and, concentrating all dullness there, leaves the region
above it stainless, and very like conventional heaven. On those
refulgent rocks should angels sit; like them insubstantial, glowing
like them. Music should they make with golden wires, unheard;
hymning the evident godhead of the sun, from whom the radiance
flowed of those immaculable spaces: wings faintly shimmering with
faint changing colour, and unbeholding eyes. In that passionless
bright void joy abode, interfused among cold atoms of the air.
Breath there was keen delight, all earthly grossness purged.

He raced over the craggy plain, now dropping into glens, now
zooming up slopes, leaping over ridges, wheeling round tors.
Sometimes he could not avoid a sudden escarpment, and hurtled
against the solid-seeming wall that menaced him with destruction:
he would hit it with a shockless crash that expunged the wide
universe; but in a flash it was re-created after a second of
engulfing greyness. And when he had played long enough in the skiey
gardens, he would land on a suitable cloud. He throttled down and
glided into the wind along the cloud surface, pulling the stick
back to hold off and get his tail down. He settled down on the
surface that looked solid enough to support him, but it engulfed
him as he stalled, and the nose dropped with a lurch into the
darkness and almost at once he was looking at the collied world of
fields and trees and roads. It was like a bowl coming up round him.
He pulled out of the dive and looked about in the dimness to
discover where he was. He recognized a railway and the railhead of
Achiet-le-Grand. He headed north-west.

The disadvantage of coming out of the clouds in a vertical dive
was that there might be someone flying just below one’s point of
emergence, and in that case disaster would be complete. The chance
was nearly infinitesimal perhaps, but Tom thought his life too
precious to be subjected to blind risks. He had been exhilarated
beyond his usual caution. If he must land on clouds, he would have
to pull out of the stall dive at once, and come gently and
circumspectly into the real world.

He soon found the aerodrome and saw two people contour-chasing
over the countryside towards Avesnes. He went to join them: there
was often good hunting in that direction, some of the roads being
unprotected by trees or telegraph wires. He dived on the aerodrome
in passing, intending to put the wind up someone, and suddenly near
the ground an RE8 appeared in front of him. With a jerk of the
joystick he turned somehow away, missing it by a foot. It was
annoying nearly to run into anything, but a confounded Harry Tate!
What business had a Harry Tate around their aerodrome? He hoped he
had put the wind up its inhabitants, anyhow.

It was bumpy. He chased across the fields towards Avesnes,
jumping over obstacles, until he came to a suitably unprotected
road. He followed it with wheels two feet off the road, taking its
slight curves as accurately as he could with the slight degree of
bank he could use. Fortunately the French character, less fantastic
than the English, had made their roads fairly straight. He overtook
a motor lorry going in the same direction; a covered four tonner
empty and open at the back, with a Tommy lounging there like a
Carter Paterson’s boy. The fellow gazed at the approaching
aeroplane with a gape of astonishment and amazement; and seeing
that it was about to fly right into the van with him, he turned and
leapt to the front end. Tom skipped over the lorry at the last
differential instant, a little sad at the failure of British
phlegm. Possibly the fellow had yelled as he ran; his mouth had
been open. Tom would see if the driver was made of sterner stuff.
He pulled up and turned and went back to meet the lorry head on.
The driver saw him coming and stopped, and moved as though to jump
out. To teach him a lesson Tom turned away without going near him,
hoping he would appreciate the snub. Then he went in search of
worthier prey. The first thing he met was a Camel marked M. That
should be Hudson. He had a scrap with him over the tree-tops, in
the course of which he got in Hudson’s slipstream and nearly
crashed with the jolt it gave him. He regained control just in time
to avoid the ground, but was so scared that he flew straight up to
a thousand feet, where he began to get into the clouds. They were
getting lower, and rain would probably soon set in for the day and
the afternoon’s job would be washed out. This cheered him up and
his heart recovered its normal beat and he went down again. There
was no fun in flying comparable with the sport of contour-chasing.
As soon as you got up a few hundred feet all the sensation of speed
was lost. It was induced by the sight of objects whizzing by, and
by this only, and the nearer they were, the more dizzy the feeling
of speed. There was really no sensation at all in pure speed.
Blindfold, you couldn’t tell two miles an hour from two hundred
miles an hour. It was the vertiginous back-rush of the world that
was efficacious; and this was the one new sensation made possible
by science. All the rest were known of old. Even the violent
sensations of sudden acceleration and change of direction, such as
were abundantly produced by stunting, were only intensifications of
the antique pleasures of the swings and roundabouts, and they were
too violent to be in themselves pleasurable, and stunts only
gratified vanity. Everyone stunted and pretended to enjoy it, and
it was a good way of working off surplus nervous energy. But Tom
was sure in his own mind that no one really enjoyed stunting for
its own sake; admittedly no one liked being taken up in a
two-seater and stunted by someone else, in which case the vanity
motive was absent. Ninety per cent of stunting was mere vanity and
emulation. Intrepid birdmen, said the newspapers; fearless
aviators. The young men jeered, but did their best to live up to
it.

But contour-chasing was pure joy, charging across country at a
hundred miles an hour, flashing past villages where nervous old
women swooned as you roared by their bedroom windows, jumping trees
and telegraph wires, scattering troops on the march, diving at
brass-hats in their expensive cars; in fact being a great nuisance
with complete immunity from reprisal. Occasionally a brass-hat
would put in a complaint, but it was never possible to track the
offending pilot, and as a rule it was all taken in good part, for
there was still a certain glamour surrounding the R.F.C. and most
people seemed to feel slightly honoured by its snook-cocking. To
non-flying folk there was something marvellous about flying, and
the aviators who came thundering about their ears were more
wonderful than irritating. The newspapers called them knights
errant of the air, or possibly knight errants.

Tom saw two choice brass-hats being driven along a tree-bordered
road; the red in their hats was visible from far off. Soon they
would come to a gap where the road was unprotected by trees for
perhaps half a mile. He swooped to meet them there, attacking from
the front. The driver stopped the car. Tom hopped, missing the
windscreen by a few inches, and went into a turn at once in order
to keep the car in sight. The brass-hats were waving their arms;
whether in admiration or rage he could not tell. He kept on turning
and succeeded in rounding on them in vertical bank, and threatening
them with his nether wing-tip. This must surely put the wind up
them if alarm could invade brass. It was impossible that they
should feel at all confident that an aeroplane right over on its
side could be relied on to keep its menacing wing-tip out of their
car. As soon as he had passed, the driver started up and scuttled
along as fast as he could go to the shelter of the trees. Tom
turned again, gaining a little height for a final dive. It was just
possible. He dropped on to them as they were reaching shelter, and
forced them to crouch, but he had to pull vertically up out of his
dive, and his undercarriage swished through the top branches of a
tree.

Tom was well satisfied. He had shown those brass-hats plainly
that the earth did not belong to them exclusively, and so
ministered to the prejudice against brass that all right-minded
people had. Moreover there was always the chance that they might be
generals, and it was a virtuous act to pay back a tiny bit of the
trouble that these real, pukka, regular, Aldershot chiefs heaped on
the wretched cannon fodder, enlisted for the duration, in pursuance
of their policy of making duration eternal for as many as possible.
Into their barrack-square heads, Tom was certain, the doubt never
entered whether, when you had killed off all the available fit
young men, the residue of the nation was worth fighting for: the
weak hearts, the elderly business men making the profits, patriots
with urgent jobs at home. There was reason in strafing
brass-hats.

The clouds were lowering rapidly, and he returned to the
aerodrome, tried his guns on the target, and landed. He told the
sergeant rigger he wanted Y a shade more tail heavy. There was an
RE8 outside the next hangar.

‘I wonder if that’s the Harry Tate I nearly hit,’ Tom
remarked.

‘That’s the one, sir. It’s General Mitchell’s. He’s here. I
believe you rather put the wind up him.’

Tom kept out of the way till lunch, but the general did not go,
and had lunch in the mess. Afterwards he harangued them about the
great German push that was expected to start at any moment. A great
deal would depend on their efforts, both in keeping command of the
air and in bombing and shooting the attacking troops. It would also
be their job to report the exact position of the front line. All
this would entail difficult and dangerous work, but he had every
confidence in them. Then he let his monocle hang by its cord,
detached his pilot from the bar, and set off in his Harry Tate
through the rain back to his château.

The major spoke to Tom about it. ‘That was you that dove on
General Mitchell, wasn’t it?’

‘Yes, major. I’d no idea it was he. I hope he wasn’t annoyed
about it.’

‘He wasn’t very pleased. He said you only cleared him by inches.
Then he said it was remarkable flying and he hoped that was how you
attacked the enemy.’

‘He evidently wants me shot down,’ replied Tom; but the incident
had turned out quite well.

V

Tom Cundall was blaming the Victorian Age. ‘We’ve still got some
left-overs from it, and at this moment some of them are sitting at
home writing sentimental poetry about the war. That they know
nothing about it makes no difference: they are professional poets,
and can sentimentalize anything. They learn in others’ suffering
what they teach in slop.’

‘Wonderful,’ said Williamson. ‘This is the life for me. We sit
here for hours discoursing like elderly professors on a walking
tour. Think how we’d be cursing the Huns if we were in the lines
among the lice and rats and mud and h.e.’

‘And in England,’ said Seddon, ‘we’d be irritated with
propagandists and patriots and wind-up merchants.’

‘And women,’ added Tom.

‘Whereas in this blessed R.F.C.,’ Williamson continued, ‘we live
cleanly and fight cleanly. We are the only sane and reasonable
people left in Europe or America.’

Here Allen came in with a rush out of the rain. ‘What a
perfectly bloodstained day. The French climate is as bad as the
English.’

‘My God,’ exclaimed Williamson, ‘here’s a man complaining about
a dud day! Is the war over, Allen?’

It was so long since he had heard anyone do anything about the
rain except bless it, that Tom felt unduly irritated with
Allen.

‘You know, Allen, you’re too pure and good for this world. I
believe you believe all the church and the press and the other
recruiting people tell you about fighting for your king and
country.’

‘Don’t you take any notice of them, Allen,’ said Seddon;
‘they’re a pair of juiceless cynics, especially Tom. Preserve your
charming naivety. It’s akin to genius.’

‘I’m certainly not a genius, and I thought it was an infinite
cap —’

‘Shut up, for God’s sake,’ shouted Tom. ‘What a ghastly place
the world would be if genius were the virtues of mercantile
petti-foggers.’

‘The world is a ghastly place,’ remarked Seddon.

‘What you lack,’ said Tom, ‘is philosophic detachment’.

‘Well I’m damned,’ said Williamson. ‘You’re a nice one to talk
about philosophic detachment. And you wait till you come back from
a job with your hand shaking so that you spill your drink, and then
try some philosophic detachment.’

‘But I don’t think it will shake; not because of the war anyhow.
And I don’t remember having seen you blokes spill any drink except
through being tight, either.’

‘Hear, hear,’ Allen broke in. ‘Quite right, Cundall. I believe
Williamson’s got wind up.’

Tom turned on him. ‘Allen, you’ve got the makings of a
first-class prig. And if you can’t talk sense, for Christ’s sake
don’t butt in.’

‘Good Lord,’ said Allen, astonished, ‘can’t you put up with a
joke? I shouldn’t have said it if I had thought it was true.’

‘Tom, you’re getting nervy,’ said Seddon. ‘Irritability is a
sure sign.’

‘No. I’ve always been irritable. My chief vice. Allen, I’m
sorry.’

‘What a confession for a philosopher!’ laughed Williamson.

‘Bill, you are without true politeness. The preux
chevalier never takes advantage of a confession.’

‘Preux chevalier!’ Seddon mocked.
‘There aren’t any in wartime. He may have put in an appearance
rarely at jousts, but never in battle. Battle always goes in favour
of the blackguards, who, for instance, dive on an unsuspecting
enemy out of the sun. Who beat the Trojans? Not Achilles, but
Odysseus …’

‘But Achilles was a blackguard,’ Williamson objected.

‘Not by Greek standards, whereas Odysseus was a blackguard by
any standards. It’s always the same. Fighting is essentially a
blackguard’s job. And look at the gang we’re fighting for.’ Seddon
walked over to the stove, opened it, and spat.

‘I say, what’s the idea?’ Allen protested. ‘England’s not so bad
as all that.’

‘England!’ Seddon exclaimed, ‘do you think we’re fighting for
England? In private life I’m a ruddy bank clerk, and it’s some of
those big bank balances we’re fighting for. They’re not England:
they’re what gangs of financiers, Jew and Gentile, get out of
England. It’s too damn funny the way the people think England
belongs to them because they’ve nearly all got a vote, whereas it
is parcelled out among a lot of blasted tradesmen who run it as a
business for their own profit.’

Allen was puzzled. ‘Do you think that’s true? I’ve never heard
anything like it before.’

‘No,’ said Tom, ‘it’s not true. Nothing is true except what you
read in the papers.’

Allen laughed. ‘You three are a queer bunch of birds. I like to
hear you talk. It makes up a bit for not going to Oxford.’

‘Is that all you think of our conversation? Undergraduate
stuff?’

‘Anyway, now we’re all here, what about some bridge?’ said Tom.
It wasn’t a bad life, four in a hut. They got on pretty well
together and liked bridge, but not too much bridge.

‘There’s a tender going into Avesnes at six o’clock,’ said
Allen. ‘What about going?’

They agreed to make the outing, and settled down at the
home-made table with the comfortable prospect of three hours’
bridge and a French-cooked meal. The table was rickety, but it
served. Tom would never have believed what a trouble it was to make
a table that would stand evenly on its four legs, but that he had
the experience of doing it. The table had cost him and Williamson
and Seddon and Johnson (now deceased) a great deal of trouble, but
there it was, a veritable, usable table, covered with a green cloth
that Tom had purchased in Doullens for 14 francs 50 centimes, which
was about four times its value. He had walked into a suitable
looking shop and demanded a couverture pour
table. Never having used the phrase before, he accented
the cou, and the woman failed to understand him. He
repeated it. Why the devil couldn’t she understand? These low-class
Frenchwomen were so confoundedly dense. After several repetitions,
light came to her. ‘Ah, couvERture,’ she cried with that mouthing
of the word that seems such bad taste to Anglo-Saxons, and produced
table-cloths. He chose a green one, paid the price she asked, and
went in search of carpet, but first had café-cognac at an
estaminet. In estaminets they were more intelligent, or more used
to the English. After a few drinks he sometimes had entrancing
conversations with the natives; on that day he got talking to a
savant Frenchman who told him that women should never drink cafe au
lait, as it produced irregularities. He bought a mirror, a square
of carpet, a lamp, some writing paper, a bottle of mouth wash, and
one of eau de cologne, and a block of alum.

The hut was heated by a large tortoise stove. There was a door
at each end of the hut, and four small windows. It was apt to get
stuffy. Tom had impressed on the hut his taste in pictures by
sending for a supply of prints of such familiar spectacles as The
Avenue at Middleharnis, The Haywain, The Mill on Mousehold
Heath.

In this abode they dwelt in peace, far from womanly
interference. Batmen did the work with a devoted assiduity which
was so disinterested as to deserve the name of virtue; whereas
women always demanded appreciation of what they did.

And yet there was young Allen, who had several things still to
learn about bridge, aching for contact with some young woman from
whose web he ought to be joyful to escape. And even Seddon, Tom
feared, was not entirely free from desire for his wife’s
governance; she had the hold over him that two young children give.
But Seddon was decently reticent about his domestic desires, and it
was not easy to detect the taint. But there the taint was.
Williamson and himself were quite free from it.

‘If you spent less time thinking about your girl, Allen, and
more in mastering the art of bridge, you might know that the jack
should be led from king, jack, ten …’

‘I don’t see that,’ Allen interrupted.

‘… and that when a man discards high he wants that suit led,’
Cundall finished.

‘Oh, leave Allen alone and come and have some tea. Life’s too
short for post mortems,’ said Williamson.

There was a good toasting fire, and both gentleman’s relish and
pâté de foie gras, besides some jam of indeterminate composition
and slab cake of sturdy British manufacture. After tea Seddon and
Allen exercised themselves with a bout of ping-pong, for which game
Seddon had a gift, being able to smash with wonderful accuracy from
quite ordinary bounces, and when he had defeated Allen twice they
went back to the hut and continued the bridge until it was time to
embark in the tender for Avesnes.

At the Poisson Rouge Lucie cher-amied them and
stroked their heads and chattered and demanded the news. She was
not beautiful, but she was easy; she admittedly had a figure; and
she was as vivacious as a sparrow. It was all that Allen could do
to maintain the distance he thought proper. She brought vermouth,
and they arranged to have soup, lobster salad, roast veal with peas
and potatoes, and Camembert cheese. Tom took advantage of his
superior knowledge of French to discuss Allen with Lucie. The poor
boy was of a melancholy nature. He needed to rejoice. It was a pity
that one so young, who might be killed any day, should not be more
happy.

They had some good St. Julien, and talked shop when Lucie was
not fluttering around. The coming German push was an inevitable
subject. The decisive struggle that would really end the war seemed
to be approaching, and according to the verbiage of brigadiers and
colonels the Camel squadrons would be expected to stop the German
advance by ground-strafing: a gloomy prospect, but one that could
be discussed with becoming levity when they were fortified with
such a dinner as they were having. The chance of surviving
continuous low work for, say, a fortnight was not great. To do so
meant being missed by several million machine-gun bullets aimed
particularly and personally at one. But a few bottles of St. Julien
lessened the probable duration of the Hun offensive considerably.
It might well be smashed within a few days. And then for
Berlin.

Camels weren’t the only air people involved. There was a rumour
that Nines were being fitted with pom-poms firing a one-inch shell.
Were DH9s going to be used for ground-strafing? It would be
difficult for the Hun emma gees to miss them. They would be sending
blimps next. Presumably the SEs would have to look after things
upstairs on their own for the time being. They didn’t have to do
much low work, lucky devils. While the Camels were winning the war
on the floor, they would merely have to scare away the Albatros and
Pfalz, and eat any two-seaters that got within reach. And when an
SE pilot wanted a rest it was so easy for him to make a bad landing
and write off his bus. There was an SE squadron just round the
corner, more or less on the same aerodrome, and every day there was
an undercarriage smashed, sometimes a complete turn-over. It seemed
quite the expected thing. They said SEs didn’t like the ground.

No, but the SE blokes put their backs into it sometimes. Most of
the big Hun getters flew SEs. Being twice as fast as Camels,
nearly, they could catch Huns. They went miles and miles into
Hunland and dogfought like blazes. They had more pitched battles
than Camels and their entertainment and that of Bristol Fighters
kept the Huns busy doing defensive patrols a bowshot from their
bower-eaves. Altogether the Huns had been having a bad time of it
in the air lately, and were definitely on the defensive, and it was
reckoned that five of their machines were knocked down for one
British, in spite of their enormous expenditure on Archie. They
were trying all sorts of new scouts. There was the Fokker triplane
that was fearsome to look at and climbed straight up like a lark,
but had a way of falling to pieces in the heat of battle. And a
Fokker biplane that might be a little better than an Albatros but
nothing to bother about. Someone had sworn to having shot at a
scout with two tail-planes, and reports of other strange scouts
were rife, but it was easier, as with miracles, to believe that the
reporters were seeing imaginatively. Of course there were dangerous
Huns about, circuses like Richthofen’s, but they weren’t met
frequently on that front, and the German habit of draining their
best pilots away into circuses left the ordinary people very
ordinary.

Allen became more human under the influence of the feast, and
lost starch in the flow of Lucie’s chirruping admiration of her
brave aviators. His nerves would not keep perfectly quiet with her
caressing hand on his shoulder; his heart refused to be unaware.
But he was only eighteen, and Anglo-Saxon, so he knew Right from
Wrong. Alcohol acted on his moral nerve as it might on an aching
tooth; it dulled the throb but left an awareness. The final result
was that when they left he followed the example of the others and
kissed Lucie good night.

It had cleared up, and they set out to walk the four miles back
to the aerodrome. Tom and Williamson argued about poetry, with
occasional comments from Seddon, but Allen was pensive.

When they were settling down for the night, Allen was looking
very gloomy. After some urging he confessed what was troubling
him.

‘I kissed that girl.’

‘That’s nothing to be sorry for,’ said Tom.

‘Are you worrying about the girl at home?’ asked Williamson. ‘If
so, remember that she doesn’t know anything about it, and as
kissing’s no crime, don’t bother your head any more.’

Allen shook his head.

‘Look here,’ said Seddon. ‘I appreciate your scruples, but as
you are penitent and she doesn’t know, it’s over and done
with.’

‘She will know,’ said Allen. ‘I shall write and tell her.’

‘No, don’t,’ urged Williamson. ‘It’s fantastic.’

‘I must. I should never be able to face her unless. I shall feel
rotten until she forgives me.’

‘Good God,’ they said; ‘Good God.’

VI

Tom was awakened in the morning by Williamson coming back from
the early job.

‘Hullo Bill. What sort of a job?’

‘Oh pretty bloody! I came back with two bombs on. The plug
wire’s getting stretched. I hate not being able to get rid of all
my bombs. What the devil happens when a bullet hits one? Muir
hasn’t come back.’

‘Shot down?’

‘I expect so. We were machine-gunned like hell from the ground.
He just vanished. Nobody saw him go.’

‘I hope the Huns are giving him a good breakfast if he’s not
coming back; or a good burial. Did you see anything to bomb?’

‘No. It was so quiet you’d think all the Huns were dead, except
Archie, and he wasn’t much good this morning. But when we went down
and bombed some trenches there seemed to be hundreds of machine
guns waiting for us. I don’t think we did much damage. We climbed
and did a patrol four strong. A bunch of Albatri dived on us. They
loosed off a few bursts at long range, but didn’t do any damage.
They kept too high for us to get a shot at them. We had a climbing
match, but when we got to fifteen thousand feet they cleared off. I
expect they felt the cold. It was bitter up there this morning. I’m
afraid of frostbite. Anyhow, we didn’t see any more of them.’

Tom was only due for one job that day, C flight having a Close
Offensive Patrol at half-past ten. Low bombing was only the order
for the dawn job. The Germans made all their movements as far as
possible under cover of night, but early birds might occasionally
catch a worm of some sort, and movements might be seen that would
give information about the scope of the coming attack. But the
later jobs were devoted to patrolling the heights, far from the
gloomy war-bitten earth. Up there machine guns were attached to
aeroplanes and you knew who and what was shooting at you, and
Archie was merely entertaining after the rigours of
ground-strafing. He made flying interesting, and only occasionally
came too close. What a fervent and consistent hater he was, and
what a lot he spent on his black hating with little result! Tom
sometimes wished the Germans would offer him the price of the
shells Archie fired at him in a month, to retire from the war.

Archie had his uses apart from the actual shooting down of
aeroplanes, or even German war chiefs might have noticed his
inadequacy. He was a useful adjunct to their defensive strategy
because he made it difficult to surprise Huns. Archie bursts were
very much plainer to see in the sky than aeroplanes, and by giving
British machines an accompaniment of black smudges he advertised
their presence to all the world. He protected his two-seaters doing
shoots admirably. At the approach of an enemy formation he would
put up a burst near his two-seater as if to say ‘look out’, and
follow it up with a row of bursts pointing to the enemy. At this
the two-seater sent down a signal to his battery meaning
auf wiedersehen and put his nose down and went
away out of it. Indeed, the observer could get on with his spotting
quite comfortably when there weren’t many clouds near, knowing that
Archie would tell him anything he ought to know.

The British Archie, white bursting, high explosive, did what he
could in the way of warning, but as the war was always over
Hunland, his job was not so easy. Nevertheless he occasionally gave
warning of invisible Huns high up in the sun, and it was always
pleasant to be greeted by a friend in the wastes of sky. He was
useful, too, for confirming doubtful victims. It was his business
to see everything that happened aloft within range of his
telescopes, and he was on the telephone, and you could ring him up,
give him time and pinpoints, and he could usually tell you all
about your scrap, and whether the Hun that spun away really
crashed. Of course, if you were miles away over Hunland, or dodging
among clouds, he couldn’t help, but otherwise he did what he could
to justify his pleasant existence. It was said that once he brought
down an Enemy Aircraft, but the story was apocryphal.

Mac had a great thought at breakfast. They would take off in
formation. That meant that they could head straight for the lines
instead of wasting time wandering round the aerodrome picking up
formation in the air, and so save ten minutes. They carried enough
petrol for a two hours’ flight, and a small reserve supply in the
gravity tank. Allowing ten minutes to pick up formation, fifteen
minutes to reach the lines and fifteen minutes to return, this
meant an hour and twenty minutes of actual warfare in each patrol.
Mac’s idea of bringing this up to an hour and a half did not seem
to Tom a particularly good one. Unpleasant things might happen in
that ten minutes.

The whole squadron turned out to see them off. The personnel of
the flight was altered from that of the previous day by Taylor’s
taking Debenham’s place, as it was Debenham’s day off. Mac taxied
out, and they followed into their positions, spacing at twenty
yards intervals. When Mac saw that they were ready he waved his
hand, and they all opened out and took off in perfect order. It was
all very simple, and it seemed absurd that no one had thought of it
before. And as far as the actual manoeuvre was concerned, it was
agreeable. Five machines taking off together in pattern gave an air
to the business. Never again could the straggling one-by-one
take-off be tolerated. It was immediately superseded, ridiculous,
amateurish. Here was style; here was efficiency; here was the way
to win the war. All scouts would have to take off like it. It was a
new departure in war flying. What with Robinson’s invention of a
phrase like ‘old bean’ and Mac’s invention of taking off in
formation, the squadron certainly was leading the world.

They went over Arras at about eight thousand feet. There was a
belt of cloud and mist five or six thousand feet below, giving a
definite horizon, and obscuring the floor completely except for a
pear-shaped patch directly underneath tapering away from the
south-eastern sun. The sky was clear but of whitish blue.

They flew unhurryingly as far south as Bapaume, which was the
extent of their front. Everything was calm and peaceful. Archie
barked occasionally when he judged they had forgotten about him,
but he was pleasantly inaccurate probably owing to bad visibility.
The war was a thousand miles away. There were some Dolphins dotting
the empyrean at an enormous height away out of reach of all mundane
things but Archie’s loftiest flights. They saw a bunch of nine
Bristol Fighters coming from an Archie barrage in the far east. But
it seemed to be a Hun’s holiday.

Mac suddenly dived away just to lose height. Tom wished he
wouldn’t do it so unnecessarily. The quickly changing air pressure
made his ear drums crackle and from time to time cease to function.
Mac dropped some four thousand feet, floated about a little, and
then went down below the clouds to see if there were any
two-seaters to chase. They met a couple of Harry Tates and an Ak-W
buzzing about industriously on their business of shoots or
reconnaissance, and kept near them each in turn for a while to
cheer them up. The observers would be able to watch the ground more
intently while they were confident of protection; without which the
sky was apt to be more interesting to them than the floor,
especially when there was some cloud just overhead. It was no joke
for a Harry Tate to be surprised by scouts. They were slow,
old-maidish buses, very suitable for conveying elderly generals on
tours of visits. The daring pilot who put on more than about
forty-five degrees of bank might find himself in a spin, and as it
was said to take five minutes and a special incantation to get an
RE8 out of a spin, the result was often fatal. To go on active
service in such an ark was an occupation for heroes, although the
people who flew them did not appear to think themselves so heroic
as unfortunate. Inexplicably, most of them seemed to come from the
Midlands; and heroism in England, Tom noticed, only prevailed north
of Dee and Humber and south of Thames. He was not going by
statistics, but by conversation.

They returned with an entirely negative report after a pleasant
outing. Possibly this was the lull before the storm. If so, the
Germans were camouflaging their preparations well. They were
keeping their troops away out of sight, perhaps, and would march
them up at the last moment straight to the attack. It must be known
soon, for the attack could not be put off much longer. Every day
brought more citizens of the United States of America to Europe to
be destroyed in the interests of civilization. There were already
many there, both terrestrial and aerial, but only a few of the
latter had passed the training stage. These flying Yanks Tom
thought were extraordinarily nice fellows. Apart from their
unusually vivid use of English and money, they settled down as
typical hard-drinking but modest members of the R.F.C.

An American canteen had been established near Izel, and Tom had
gone into it one day to see if there was anything interesting to
buy there, but at the moment the stock consisted of tobacco,
chewing gum, safety razors, and ink. They were quite pleased to see
him; in fact the sergeant or whatever he was that was in charge,
called him buddy, which sounded like a term of affection. They must
have a deep affection for something, he thought, to come so far
from home for the doubtful pleasure of fighting a war everyone else
was sick to death of. Why had they come into it? He would ask
Seddon. Seddon was sure to have a theory. He bought some cigarettes
called Camel.

Certainly the storm must come soon. The American invasion meant
certain defeat for the Associated Powers later in the year, unless,
bringing their victorious troops from the east, they could smash
the Allies on the western front within the next month. The advance
would be ruthless and there should be plenty of ground targets.
Perhaps the greatest factor in favour of the Allies was British air
supremacy. In early 1918 it was as complete as the supremacy at
sea. Tom’s own notion was that the Canadians were very much to be
thanked for this, and, much as he disliked their national
expletive, he was very glad he was on their side when it came to a
scrap. They seemed to have all the qualities of a scout pilot that
Tom had been told at Turnberry (where he had spent a fortnight
playing bridge and catching chills while supposed to be taking a
course of aerial gunnery) he ought to have; and the Turnberry
virtues included everything a committee of brass-hats could wish in
their eldest sons except that polish that gives such lustre to
brass but is irrelevant to piloting. But however obtained, this
supremacy was to be exploited to the height to check the German
attack.

In the afternoon A flight had a job at two o’clock. Moss smashed
his prop taking off and Chapman soon returned with his engine
missing on most cylinders, so it sounded, and Thomson only had
Seddon and Maitland with him.

‘These cursed rotaries,’ Chapman grumbled. ‘They do nothing but
throw oil and foul plugs. I wish to God I could get on SEs.’ He was
always neat and elegant, and hated castor oil.

A lorry arrived at the aerodrome with some Guards machine
gunners and a couple of camera guns with ring sights. Tom and some
others went up to fly for them, doing imitation trench-strafing
while the Guards took pictures with their camera guns to see if
they were getting the right deflection. The British were beginning
to take seriously the possibility of operating against low-flying
aeroplanes by ground machine guns. The Germans already knew all
about it; they had so much more practice.

By the time Tom had finished trying to overcome guardee
imperturbability, A flight had landed and B flight had taken off. A
large consignment of bombs and ammunition had arrived, which gave
Chadwick, the armament officer, something to see to, and he felt he
had earned his tea. There was honey. Chadwick had crashed badly and
disarranged his profile a little and upset his nerves for flying.
In consideration of these disabilities and his service in the
infantry, a comfortable job had been found for him and he had
become a penguin, as those were called that had wings but did not
fly. As he was hard-minded, smooth-mannered, and amorous, he had
great success among French women in spite of the slight derangement
of his features. Casanova, Tom called him when he wanted to please
him.

A flight had got a Hun, Seddon told him. They had found seven
Pfalz scouts worrying an unfortunate RE8. Tommy had shot down one
of them out of control and the rest had cleared off. Pfalz seldom
stopped to fight. If they had a big advantage of height they would
dive and z [...]
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