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Every era, or even each battle, boasts an outstanding individual who
symbolises those times and events. Manfred Albrecht Freiherr von
Richthofen (1892-1918) earned recognition as the highest-rated
German fighter ace during World War 1. He gained such fame that, at
just 24 years old, he published an autobiography at the behest of the
Press and Intelligence section of the German Air Force. In his book,
Richthofen details his experiences but emphasises the heroism and
skills of others more than his own. He clearly underestimates his
personal qualities while openly acknowledging his mistakes.
Modesty evidently marked this young Prussian aristocrat. He became
a living legend by achieving over 80 victories in the sky during the
19 months from 1916 to 1918. A crimson plane, piloted by Baron
Richthofen with a ruthlessly effective flying style, captured the
admiration of both German and enemy pilots.

The future ace received private tuition until he turned nine,
after which he spent a year at school in Schweidnitz. At the age of
eleven, he entered the Cadet Corps in Wabhlstatt at his father's

insistence. In his autobiography, Manfred states that he was not
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particularly keen to become a cadet, but his family’s wishes
ultimately shaped his future.

In the spring of 1911, Manfred passed his examinations and
promptly enlisted in the army. He joined the 1st Regiment of Uhlans,
which was garrisoned in his beloved Silesia. Young Richthofen felt
pleased to be there, as acquaintances encouraged him to join the Ist
Regiment. In the autumn of 1912, Manfred received his epaulettes;
nothing made the 20-year-old officer happier than being called
‘Lieutenant.’

On 28 July 1914, the Great War began between the countries
of the Triple Alliance (Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Italy) and
those of the Triple Entente (the UK, France, and Russia). This
conflict erupted after Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia,
exactly one month following the assassination of Archduke Franz
Ferdinand of Austria and his wife, Sophie, Duchess of Hohenberg,
by Bosnian Serb student Gavrilo Princip in Sarajevo.

On 2 August 1914, just before midnight, Manfred von
Richthofen conducted a final inspection of his troops and horses in
the courtyard of the barracks. Using his saddlebag as a desk, he
penned a note home: “My dear parents, these are to be my last lines,
written in a hurry. My warmest greetings to you. If we should never
see each other again, please accept these heartfelt thanks for
everything you have done for me. I leave no debts behind; on the
contrary, I have saved a few hundred marks, which I am taking with
me. Embracing each one of you, I remain your grateful and obedient
son and brother.”

Six miles from the frontier he was about to cross for the

greatest adventure of his life, Manfred kept orders he had memorised
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for over a year in his pocket. Surprisingly, the Germans crossed the
bridge without coming under fire, and to his astonishment, the
mission concluded without any encounters with the enemy.

Manfred von Richthofen spent several months away from the
main front line. Initially, he was involved in what he called the
“digging business,” where he faced nothing but excavation and
endless trenches, which bored him. He then became a dispatch bearer
but was only allowed to operate within 1,500 yards behind the front
trenches. He found this position to be “very pointless” and felt
oppressed, eager to experience real combat. Eventually, he was
assigned the more tedious task of attending to the telephone. Even
when his division planned a relatively small attack one day, he
received a completely different assignment. Disappointed, the young
officer wrote to his commanding general, requesting a transfer. By
the end of May 1915, Manfred joined the Flying Service, fulfilling
his deepest desire.

On the night before his first flight, Baron von Richthofen went
to bed earlier than usual so he could be fresh and alert on the runway
at seven the next morning. The view of the world from the sky left an
indelible impression on him, as he later described in his book.

Richthofen was eager to reach the front line. Knowing it
would take three months to become a pilot, he feared that a peace
treaty might be signed in the meantime, potentially ending the war
without him participating in the fight. As a result, he could not afford
to spend extensive time training as a pilot and instead decided to
become an observer. He was pleased to be sent to the Russian Front

after just a fortnight of flying experience.
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Baron von Richthofen was assigned to the renowned 69th
squadron. Alongside his pilot, First Lieutenant Zeumer, Manfred
considered this his most fulfilling time amid the chaos of war. Every
morning and afternoon, he flew and conducted reconnaissance
missions, bringing back valuable information. Georg Zeumer (1890-
1917) taught him the fundamentals of piloting, and on Christmas
Day in 1915, Manfred successfully passed his third examination,
finally earning his wings as a pilot.

In March 1916, Richthofen joined the 2nd Battle Squadron
and began studying aerial tactics. On April 26, he encountered a
hostile Nieuport, whose pilot attempted to flee. Intrigued by the
escape, the German pursued him and fired a short series of well-
aimed shots with his machine gun. The Nieuport pitched upward,
flipped over repeatedly, and ultimately crashed into a forest on the
other side of the front line. Amid the roar of the engines, the German
observer patted Manfred on the head and shouted congratulations on
his first victory. This unexpected success marked the beginning of
many more to come. In the official communiqué that day, Richthofen
was mentioned without revealing his name, signifying the start of his
extraordinary career and his eventual rise to become the legendary
Red Baron.

One evening during the unbearably hot August of 1916,
Manfred von Richthofen met Oswald Boelcke (1891-1916), a
distinguished pilot who had been awarded the Ordre pour le Mérite
and whom the Baron greatly admired. The famous ace had just
returned from Turkey and was selecting pilots for his squadron.
Although the prospect of fighting on the Western Front appealed to
Manfred, he hesitated to put himself forward as a candidate. Early
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the next morning, Boelcke knocked on Manfred’s door and offered
him a place in the new unit. Overjoyed, Manfred nearly fell into
Boelcke’s embrace; at last, his long-held dream was coming true.

On 17 September 1916, the young Manfred von Richthofen
won a dramatic air battle against an apparently experienced English
pilot, forcing him to land his damaged aircraft on German territory.
This was his first officially registered air victory, and it was soon
followed by four more, earning him the title of ace.

After bringing down his sixteenth victim, Richthofen rose to
the top of the list of all flying aces and was appointed Commander of
the 11th Fighter Squadron (Jasta 11). However, just two days later, at
the age of 24, he was overjoyed to be awarded the Blue Max (Ordre
pour le Mérite), Germany’s highest military decoration at the time.

During this period, Richthofen painted his Albatross D.III a
bright red to make his aircraft easily recognisable from a distance.
Because of the distinctive colour of his "red bird," he became known
as the “Red Knight” in English, “Der Rote Kampfflieger” (“Red
Fighter Pilot” or “Red Battle Flyer”) in German, “Le Diable Rouge”
(“Red Devil”), and “Le Petit Rouge” (“Little Red”) in French.
Ultimately, he entered history as the “Red Baron” (“Der Rote
Baron”). Other pilots of Jasta 11 followed his lead by painting their
planes in vibrant colours.

From April to May 1917, Richthofen’s colourful squadron
played a prominent role in the Battle of Arras. In April alone, he
personally destroyed 22 British aircraft, four of them in a single day.
By the end of the battle, his total number of air victories had reached
52.
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On 24 June 1917, the renowned Manfred von Richthofen
formed Jagdgeschwader 1 (JG 1) by combining Jastas 4, 6, 10, and
11, serving as its commanding officer. He carefully selected each
pilot for his squadron, creating an elite German unit. JG 1 became
famously known as “The Flying Circus” or “Richthofen’s Circus”
for three main reasons: the bright colours of its aircraft, the frequent
transfers of the unit by train—much like a travelling circus—and the
fact that they often set up in tents at improvised airfields.

During the final three years of his life, Manfred lost his
comrades one by one, each tragically killed in battle. Interestingly,
few lived beyond the age of 25. By early 1918, only the Red Baron
remained in the skies...

On Sunday, 21 April 1918, at 11:30 a.m., Captain Richthofen
flew at a very low altitude over the Somme River valley in Picardy,
northern France, pursuing Lieutenant Wilfrid May of No. 209
Squadron, Royal Air Force. This pursuit occurred shortly after the
Canadian pilot had fired at the Red Baron's cousin, Lieutenant
Wolfram von Richthofen. Captain Arthur Roy Brown attempted to
assist May by briefly attacking Manfred; however, Richthofen
successfully repelled this assault and continued his pursuit.

Just after noon, a .303 British bullet struck the Red Baron,
allegedly fired by Cedric Popkin of the 24th Australian machine gun
company. Despite his mortal wounds, Manfred managed to land his
crimson Fokker triplane in territory controlled by the Australian
Imperial Force. Hostile soldiers rushed toward his aircraft.
Richthofen survived for a few more minutes after landing. As
Sergeant Edward Smout (1898-2004) recalled, the legendary German
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ace uttered several words, but the Australians could only understand
one—“Kaputt.”

After the Great War, Manfred von Richthofen contemplated a
career in writing. His autobiography, particularly the essay
“Reflections in a Dugout,” continues to captivate readers even a
century after its publication. It is deeply poignant to reflect on how
much Richthofen longed to convey but ultimately could not. In the
reflections of WWI gunfire, perhaps another Franz Katka was lost to
German literature, which is renowned for its depth and richness.

More than a century has elapsed since the death of Manfred
von Richthofen. Since then, the world has endured a much bloodier
World War II, along with many other wars, battles, and military
conflicts. The threat of new interventions remains constant in various
parts of the world. Today, remote targeting through drones,
biological warfare, and other radical combat innovations have
emerged, broadening the options available to malevolent forces.

In this context, recalling the legendary Red Baron, a pioneer of
aerial combat, prompts us to contemplate a crucial question: Had
certain individuals not instigated a great war to reshape the world,
the energy and potential of gifted people like Manfred might have
been directed towards advancing global society. These exceptionally
talented young men fought on both sides of the Front, often
preferring to socialise, hunt, or play tennis with captives rather than
kill each other. Yet behind the scenes, their fates were determined

without their consent.
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