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ground was still completely obscured and he had no idea where they were. 

Spotting a line of observation balloons poking out just above the mist, he 

decided to follow them north, back towards Bruay. 

They were cruising above the balloons when a string of colourful Alba-

troses and Pfalz emerged, climbing up from the murk below. Cobby rocked 

his wings to signal ‘attack’ and dived into the centre of their formation. The 

German pilots were completely surprised. Cobby picked out a yellow and 

black Albatros, and with a couple of bursts sent it spinning through the 

clouds trailing smoke. He then saw one chasing Tab Pflaum and blasted it 

from 3 metres away: ‘He heeled over and went straight down through the 

mist all “arsey tarsey”.’43 In the chaotic moments that followed, Pflaum and 

another Australian each sent a machine spinning down too.

In just two minutes, the sky was strangely empty again. The Camel pilots 

regrouped and flew home, believing they had just shot down four of Ger-

many’s elite fighter pilots. ‘They were, beyond any doubt, the famous Circus 

of Baron von Richthofen, from the gay colours which their machines were 

variously painted,’ wrote Jack Wright.44 Cobby claimed the same in a letter 

to the official historian after the war and then in his 1942 memoir. Cutlack 

reproduced Cobby’s letter, word for word, in the official history.45 

The ‘fog of war’ was literally clouding the facts, though. German records 

indicate the enemy unit was actually Jasta 35, which in fact reported no 

casualties that day.46 The four Australian claims probably spun through the 

clouds to escape and then flew home. 

By noon the following day, the situation on the Somme was critical. Gaps 

were opening in Fifth Army’s line as units lost contact and retreated inde-

pendently of each other. The German pilots dominated the battlefield with 

their numerical superiority, while local RFC units busily evacuated their 

aerodromes and retreated. RFC Headquarters ordered all scout units north 

of the battlefront to fly south and get involved in the fight: ‘The enemy must 

at all costs be prevented from operating over our lines.’ 

No. 2 Squadron’s pilots spent the morning waiting for the mist to clear. 

‘We stood about in excited, nervous groups,’ recalled Robert McKenzie. 

‘Out, somewhere in the haze, drowning out all other sounds could be heard 

the punching detonation of the tremendous artillery barrage which had 

commenced before dawn.’ He looked around at his fellow pilots, ‘some 
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‘Absolute hell let loose’: Operation Michael, 21 March–5 April 1918

In Cobby’s words, March 1918 ‘came with an ominous sign’.41 There were 

indications all along the front that the Germans were about to launch a 

major offensive. The problem for the British and French generals, however, 

was that it remained unclear exactly where they would strike first. There was 

strong evidence pointing to the Somme sector, where the British line was 

weakest, but German deception tactics clouded this with other possibilities. 

In Flanders, for example, where No. 3 Squadron was working with the Aus-

tralian Corps, on 13 March it appeared the Germans were kicking things off 

with a preparatory barrage. Shells hit Bailleul, forcing No. 3 Squadron’s men 

to sleep in dugouts. By 21 March, the shelling was so intense that they were 

forced to move to an aerodrome further back. 

But this was only a distraction. The German Army’s leaders, Field Mar-

shal Paul von Hindenburg and his Chief of Staff Generalquartiermeister 

Erich Ludendorff, were planning to unleash the first stage of their spring 

offensive (‘Operation Michael’) on an 86 kilometre front between Vimy 

Ridge and the Oise River. There, they had managed to mass an overwhelm-

ing 76 infantry divisions and 730 aircraft against the thinly held front of the 

Third and Fifth British Armies, which between them had just 26 infantry 

divisions and 579 aircraft.42 

Operation Michael started at 5.00 a.m. on 21 March. For four hours, 

10 000 German guns deluged the British front with high explosive, shrap-

nel and gas, destroying strong points and severing communication between 

units. At 9.00 a.m., specialist German ‘stormtroopers’ surged forward in 

heavy mist and quickly overran the British outpost line. Most British troops 

first knew of the attack after they were already surrounded. By 10.00 a.m., 

the British were falling back along the entire battlefront.

At Bruay, just north of the German right flank, ten No. 4 Squadron pilots 

were roused at dawn to see what was happening. ‘It was bitterly cold and the 

whole landscape was blotted out by mist,’ recalled Cobby. The pilots hung 

about despondently, listening to the rumble of the German artillery down 

south until 8.00 a.m., when the mist appeared to be thinning. They took 

off, and climbed to 4000 feet to emerge ‘under a clear sky with nothing but 

a sea of what appeared to be white cotton wool below’. Using his compass, 

Cobby led the patrol southeast towards Bapaume. After an hour, though, the 
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