Against the Lafayette
Escadrille

by Gene Wolfe

| have built a perfect replicaof a Fokker triplane, except for the flammable dope. It isfive meters,
seventy-seven centimeterslong and has awing span of seven meters, nineteen centimeters, just likethe
origina. The engineis an authentic copy of an Oberursd UR 11. | have alathe and amilling machineand |
made most of the partsfor the engine mysdlf, but some had to be farmed out to acompany in Cleveland,
and mogt of the dectrica partswere donein Louisville, Kentucky.

In the beginning | had hoped to get an origina engine, and | wrote my firdt lettersto Germany with that in
mind, but it just wasn't possible; there are only avery few left, and as nearly as| could find out nonein
private hands. The Oberursel Worke is no longer in existence. | was able to secure plans though, through
the cooperation of some German hobbyigts. | redrew them mysdf trandating the German when they had
to be sent to Cleveland. A man from the newspaper came to take pictures when the Fokker was nearly
ready to fly. and | estimated then that | had put more than three thousand hoursinto building it. | did all
the airframe and the fabric work mysdlf, and carved the propdller.

Throughout the project | havetried to keep everything asredigtic as possble, and | even have two 7.92
mm Maxim " Spandau” machine-guns mounted just ahead of the cockpit. They are not loaded of course,
but they are coupled to the engine with the Fokker Zentra steuerung interrupter gear.

The question of dope came up because of aman in Oregon | used to correspond with who fliesa
Nieuport Scout. The authentic dope, asyou're probably aware, was extremely flammable. He wanted to
know if I'd used it, and when | told him | had not he became critical.

Asl| said then. | love the Fokker too much to want to seeit burn authenticaly, and if Antony Fokker and
Reinhold Platz had had fireproof dope they would have used it. Thisdidn't satisfy the Oregon man and he
finaly became so abusive | stopped replying to hisletters. | still believewhat | did was correct, and if |
had it to do over my decision would be the same.

| have had atrailer specidly built to move the Fokker, and | traded my car in on atruck to tow it and
carry partsand extragear, but mostly | leaveit at asmall field near here where | have rented hangar
space, and moveit aslittle as possible on the roads. When | do because of thewideload | haveto drive
very dowly and only use certain roads. People aways stop to look when we pass, and sometimes| can
hear them on their front porches calling to othersinside to come and see. | think the three wings of the
Fokker interest them particularly, and once in arare while aveteran of the war will seeit—amost dways
aman who smokes apipe and hasacane. If | can hear what they say it is often pretty foolish, but alight
comesinto their eyesthat | enjoy.

Mostly the Fokker isjust in its hangar out at the field and you wouldn't know me from anyone e se asl
drive out to fly. Thereisablack cross painted on the door of my truck, but it wouldn't mean anything to
you. | suppose it wouldn't have meant anything even if you had seen me on my way out the day | saw the
balloon.



It was one of the earliest days of spring, with avery fresh, redlly indescribable feding inthe air. Three
days before | had gone up for the first time that year, coming after work and flying in weather that wasa
little too bad with not quite enough light left; winter flying, really. Now it was Saturday and everything
was changed. | remember how my scarf streamed out while | was just standing on thefield talking to the
mechanic.

The wind was good, coming right down the length of the field to me, getting under the Fokker'swings
and lifting it like akite before we had gone ahundred feet. | did adow turn then, getting agood look at
thefield with al the new, green grass sarting to show, and adjusting my goggles.

Have you ever looked from an open cockpit to see the wing struts trembling and the ground swinging far
below? Thereisnothing likeit. | pulled back on the stick and gave it more throttle and rose and rose until
| was looking down on the backs of al the birdsand | could not be certain which of thetiny roofs| saw
wasthe house where| live or the factory where | work. Then | forgot looking down, and looked up and
out, always remembering to look over my shoulder especialy, and to watch the sun where the SE. 5a's
of the Royd Hying Corpsloveto hang like dragonflies, invisble againg the glare.

Then | looked away and | saw it, dmost on the horizon, an orange dot. | did not, of course, know then
what it was; but | waved to the other members of the Jagstaffel | command and turned toward it, the
Fokker thrilling to the challenge. It was moving with the wind, which meant dmost directly away from
me, but that only gave the Fokker atallwind, and we came a it—rising dl thetime,

It was not redlly orange-red as | had first thought. Rather it was athousand colors and shades, with reds
and ydlows and white predominating. | climbed toward it steeply with the stick drawn far back, dmost at
adall. Because of that | falled, at first, to see the basket hanging fromit. Then | leveled out and circled it
at adistance. That waswhen | realized it was aballoon. After amoment | saw, too, that it was of very
old-fashioned design with awicker basket for the passengers and that someonewasin it. At the moment
the profusion of colorsinterested me more, and | went dowly spiraling in until | could see them better, the
Easter egg blues and the blacks as well asthe reds and whites and yellows.

It wasn't until | looked at the girl that | understood. She was the passenger, avery beautiful girl, and she
wore crinolines and had her hair in long chestnut curls that hung down over her bare shoulders. She
waved to me, and then | understood.

The ladies of Richmond had sewn it for the Confederate army, making it from their silk dresses. |
remembered reading about it. The girl in the basket blew me akissand | waved to her, trying to convey
with my wave that none of the men of my command would ever be alowed to harm her; that we had at
firgt thought that her craft might be a French or Italian observation balloon, but thet for the future she
need fear no gun in the service of the Kaiser's Flugzeugmeisterel.

| circled her for some time then, she turning dowly in the basket to follow the motion of my plane, and we
talked aswell aswe could with gestures and smiles. At last when my fud wasrunning low | signaled her
that | must leave. Shetook, from acontainer hidden by the rim of the basket, a badly shaped, corked
brown battle. | circled even closer, in atight bank, until | could seethe yelow, crumbling labd. It was
one of the very early soft drinks, an origina bottle. While | watched she drew the cork, drank some, and
held it out symbolicaly to me.

Then | had to go. | made it back to thefield, but | landed dead stick with my last drop of fuel exhausted
when | was half akilometer away. Naturaly | had the Fokker refueled at once and went up again, but |
could not find her balloon.

| have never been ableto find it again, although | go up dmost every day when the weather makesiit



possible. Thereis nothing but an empty sky and afew jets. Sometimes, to tell the truth, | have wondered
if thingswould not have been different if, in finishing the Fokker, | had used the origind,, flammable dope.
She was s0 authentic. Sometimes toward evening | think | see her in the distance, above the clouds, and

| follow asfast as| can across the slent vault with the Fokker trembling around me and the throttle dl the
way out; but it isonly the sun.
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