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MANY people assume that following the horrendous bloodshed of the First World War, the British Armed Forces were able to take it easy, at least for a while.

Yet just months after the Armistice, Britain dispatched soldiers, sailors and airmen to Russia to take up arms against the Bolshevik fighters.

In 1919 there was concern that the Reds were becoming too powerful and Winston Churchill (then secretary of state for war) was keen to see communism “strangled in its cradle”. So our forces were sent to Russia where they joined the White Russians to overthrow the Bolshies in what was known as the Intervention.

This novel, based on factual accounts of the campaign, concerns the exploits of the fictional volunteer RAF Merlin squadron flying Sopwith Camels. “You can keep the drunks, the sex maniacs and the ones who like pulling wings off butterflies,” says the commander when faced with too many volunteers.

When he and his crew arrive in Russia they are told: “Fly your Camels to Beketofka. Go east and follow the railway line for 600km. There’s a splendid little war going on at Tsaritsyn. You’ll like it.”

There is nothing remotely splendid about the action they encounter. Many of them meet their maker either colliding in mid-air with the enemy or plummeting to earth in a fireball.

These fatalities are all described in very matter of fact style and one assumes it is the same tone genuine combatants adopt to cope with daily death and destruction. And so the plucky and depleted squadron, their planes dismantled and transported on trains for much of the way, head north towards Moscow, their final goal being to bomb the capital.

Robinson, who was a fighter plotter in the RAF during National Service, has written a cracking yarn and his attention to detail in action scenes cannot be faulted. Behind all the humour and heroics, however, is the growing realisation that this a futile quest they are on. A fear borne out by a conversation held in the gardens at 10 Downing Street.

A Home Office member comments: “This whole Russian Intervention ... it would be interesting to know just what future generations will make of it.” To which the Foreign Office member replies: “Nothing. We will file it and forget it. Nobody will ever know it happened.”
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