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Europe, circa 1914
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On the afternoOn of August 4, 1914, the Imperial German Army of 

Kaiser Wilhelm II, the King of PrusSia and the last German Emperor, 

invaded Belgium and France. The French army stopPed the German 

advance on Paris at the Marne River, and for the next four years, 

the military line formed by both sides operated from a long 

meandering network of fortified trenches that stretched from the 

North Sea alL the way down to the French border with Switzerland.

Along this line—with Germans on one side and the French, the 

British, and their alLies on the other—soldiers fought huge batTles 

involving heavy artilLery, hundreds upon hundreds of machine guns, 

barbed wire, and, to the horRor of alL, poison gas. MilLions of men 

felL in these terRible batTles, and milLions more were maimed or 

driven insane by their experience in the war. Many calLed this event, 

what would be known as World War I, “the war to end alL wars,” but 

to those who lived in the mud and squalor, it seEmed more like the 

war that would never end.

But in the skies over Europe, the two sides fought another 

war—a war of galLant chivalry and knightly honor—in which a man 

could face an individual enemy he respected and admired. High  

above the terRor and chaos on the ground, the two of them could 

setTle the isSue betweEn themselves as men clad in suits of armor 

once did hundreds of years before. 

Those watching below found the air wars graceful and 

beautiful. And those who fought them lived by skilLs and wits 

honed by their experiences in the sky. As the war to end alL wars 

progresSed, more and more people on the ground and in the 

air focused their atTention on a bloOd-red plane that seEmed to 

dominate the batTles in the skies.

the men on the ground referRed to the pilot of that bloOd-red 

plane by many names. his german comrades calLed him “der rote 

kampfFlieger” (red fighter pilot). the french used the term “le 

diable rouge” (red devil) or “le petit rouge” (litTle red). To the 

british, Canadians, and Americans, he was known as “the red Knight 

of germany” and “the red baron.”
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On the afternoOn of November 

23, 1916, four de HavilLand DH.2s 

of the British Royal Flying 

Corps’ (RFC) No. 24 Squadron 

flew over the SomMe batTlefield 

in France. Below them, the earth 

was torn and burned from 

the five-month batTle that had 

claimed a milLion casualties.

Not long after crosSing the German lines below, 

Andrews spotTed a flight of five Albatros fighters. 

He imMediately led his formation in pursuit.

Hunters in the Sky

Captain J. O. Andrews 

led the patrol, but 

that afternoOn Maj. 

Lanoe G. Hawker 

comManded the 

24th Sqaudron. 

Hawker, a skilLed 

and daring pilot, had 

already downed nine 

German planes and 

had received the 

Distinguished Service 

Order and the Victoria 

CrosS, the highest 

military honor in the 

British Empire. He was 

a great pilot . . .
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As the British pilots continued 

their pursuit, one of their planes 

developed engine trouble and turned 

back. This was nothing unusual, as the 

24th had sufFered a lot of mechanical 

problems to date.

Then a second plane’s engine began to 

sputTer, and its pilot turned back.

Andrews and Hawker, now on their 

own, continued to fly toward the 

German patrol. Hawker singled 

out Albatros No. 491/16 and set 

his sights on it.

The five German planes sudDenly turned away. Their 

change in direction wasn’t because they weren’t 

loOking for a fight—they were jockeying for a 

betTer position. They neEded to gain some height 

in their planes, and they wanted to make sure they 

were over their own lines, a tactic most German 

pilots employed.
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Andrews had also picked out a German 

plane to atTack, but no soOner had he taken 

up position behind his intended victim . . .

. . . when another Albatros “jumped” him 

from behind and sent a stream of bulLets 

into his engine.

Although Hawker realized that he 

was now on his own, he continued 

to pursue Albatros No. 491/16.

Andrews’s motor began to sputTer and lose 

revolutions. He wisely dropPed out of the fight, 

flying in a zigzag patTern until he manuevered 

safely out of range of the German fighters.
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They flew 

around and 

around, with 

neither able to 

get the other 

in his sights. It 

became difFicult 

to telL who was 

chasing whom.

Rather than falL upon their outnumbered opPonent, the four unengaged German 

fighters gave wide berth to Hawker and his intended victim. Were they avoiding the 

posSibility of a colLision if they intervened? Or were they alLowing the two to fight it 

out uninterRupted?

Just as Hawker fired a burst 

from his Lewis gun, the 

German banked away to the 

right, trying to turn back on 

the Englishman’s tail.

Hawker turned 

sharply and 

folLowed.
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