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FOREWORD

It is more than fifty years since this book first appeared
and over seventy since the days it describes lay in the
present tense. The young swanker who wrote it all in the
exuberance of youth has now dwindled to an old gaffer
with white hair. They say that men grow wiser as they
grow older, but I think they only get more gaga.
However I am not so far gone as to tinker with what I
wrote in those glorious years when life stretched before
me like a landscape from ten thousand feet and there
were no shadows in the day. Certainly I can add nothing
to what I said then. A few passages, somewhat naive or
foolish, I might have suppressed; but since they are all
part of the picture of extreme youth in action, let them
stay.

The changes men have seen in this last century are
hardly to be believed. It seems we exult in handing over
every aspect of our lives to the idols we have created.
Computers book in our arrival and programme our
departure, pass our news, govern our business and
titillate our leisure. Loudspeakers shout a sermon from
our pulpits: ‘I believe in atomic fission, breaker of
heaven and earth’! And as for aircraft, which in my youth
trembled like living things, if they trembled today,
would be sent back to servicing for overhaul.

We shrug and say: It can’t be helped; but what captain
of a transport aircraft, hedged in with courses, corridors,
controls, does not long to send them all to the devil,
vault into the cockpit, flip a switch and take off,
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bareheaded, into the wind? Perhaps not, perhaps the
breed has changed — but I know which I would choose!

When I wrote the last words of this book, the best
indeed was over, but there were challenging years
ahead. I did not imagine there would be another war for
me to fight through or that twenty years later I would
rejoin the RAF, become an instructor and teach the next
generation the skills that I myself had learned when I
was young. I did not think I should fly more accurately
and command a skill in aerobatics far exceeding any-
thing I had achieved in youth, or that I should be quite
at home in single seater fighters manoeuvring at four
times the speed of the Scouts I had flown in 1918 — nor
did I dream I should have a son, teach him to fly myself
and when all that time was over, as a last flourish, buy
my own aeroplane and fly it, not on beams and beacons,
but by the seat of my pants, all the way from England
to Johannesburg, map reading the six thousand miles of
earth beneath me with my own eyes — as I had always
done.

It is bound to be a matter of some pride to a man to
see his own work, long since completed, still finding a
place in a world unborn when it was written and it is an
added pleasure if, albeit somewhat fossilized, he is still
around to witness the event.

So, let us raise a cheer, not for me, the mere
mouthpiece, but for the indomitable Spirit of Man,
herald of things to come! What a tale could have been
written by that far off pioneer who first saw a tree trunk
roll and dreamed a wheel and got some boards and
made a cart and harnessed up his mare and cracked his
whip and disappeared beyond the hill! Or the first man
who hollowed out a boat and raised a sail and saw the
blue sea creaming at the bows calling him to distant
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shores beyond the sky! All that is misty in the distant
past. The land and sea are long since mapped and
parcelled out. Only the air and all beyond, the greatest
mystery of all, was still unmastered and unsung when I
was young. Now we have learned to shuffle round
about the house and even plan to stay with neighbours
in our own backyard. A million starry mansions wink at
us as if they knew our hopes and beckon us abroad.
All that I shall not see. But at the start, the little lost
beginning, I can say of one small part of it: Here is the
witness of my heart and hand and eye of how it was!

CEcIL LEwis
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