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A US Air Service Salmson 2A2 in flight.
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hen the United States entered the war, David
Shelton Kennedy, originally from North Carolina,
was a journalist in New York, where he had been a
graduate student at Columbia University, receiving a B.Litt in
1915 and an AM in Journalism during 1916. After completing
pilot training in the US, he joined, on 13 October 1918, the
24th Aero Squadron. Flying Salmson 2A2 two-seaters1 on
reconnaissance missions, the squadron had entered combat
over St Mihiel in September. He was teamed with an observer,
First Lieutenant Harry T. Wood (West Point class of 1917),
recently arrived as the squadron’s assistant operations officer,
and was assigned as ‘his’ aircraft #9.2 Kennedy corresponded
with his older sister, Estelle, living in Virginia. She preserved
excerpts from two letters.3

24 October 1918
Dear Sister,
This is the first time I can write as a full-fledged soldier, for I
have been “over the top” and have been shelled and bombed and
run into German fighting planes, all of this occurred yesterday,
the most exciting day of my young life so far.
Yesterday was clear and sunshiny, one of the few good days
for flying in the last two weeks, as the rainy season is now on
in France.4 I was scheduled to go up with a formation of planes
20 or 25 miles into German territory.5 My motor was not in
condition and I was able to get only 14,000 feet altitude. Some
of the others had engine trouble and went back home, while
the rest went on to 17,000 feet without me.6 I did not want to be
left out of the fun, so I decided to make a trip into Hun lines by
myself. All was fine until I got four or five miles into the German
sector. I passed over territory absolutely destroyed by four years
of fighting, and at places I saw fires set by the Germans. Also I
could see the American artillery blazing away, and in the woods
below, although I could not see them, I knew our Infantry was
fighting every minute. While I was looking at this saw a fog of
aeroplanes coming towards me from the north.7 I pointed them
out to my observer and we counted thirty Hun machines, I
wouldn’t have minded a fight with three or four, but could not
hope to defeat 30 by myself, so I turned and came home at the
rate of 125 miles an hour.8 I did not know whether my motor
would bring us home or not, but after several minutes the Huns
gave up the chase.9 The German aviators will not chase us unless
they have a heavy superiority in numbers, and even then they
lose three or four times as many men as we, they rarely come

over our side line and prefer to pick on small groups within their
own ground.
In the afternoon, I started up again with a formation but had
trouble with my engine a second time and could only make
13,000 feet. The other fellows were about a mile above me,
but I kept them in sight and followed them into Germany. On
the way over we passed scores of our big planes going to bomb
the hun and also an equal number of small fast machines for
fighting only. Just over the lines I saw a big air battle. The sky was
peppered with white and black shells bursts from American and
German anti-aircraft guns (called Archies) and the place was
thick with fighting machines. I learned later that 15 German
and 6 American planes were destroyed.
While this was going on I noticed black puffs of smoke
beginning to appear around me, it was a second or two before I
realized that the Germans were shooting at me, altogether about
twenty shells were fired at me, but by stunting around a bit I
dodged them easily, and I do not believe any came closer than
fifty yards. I could not hear the explosions because of the noise
of my motor. Those black puffs appearing from nowhere seemed
funny, and it was hard to believe they were high explosive shells.
The archies were still “straffing” me when I noticed that my
comrades above had finished their work and had started home.
I cut in to join them. One of the observers did not recognize my
plane as I came up and opened fire, according to custom.10 His
tracer bullets went several yards behind me. You can guess I was
not long in turning my plane up on its wing so that he could see
my insignia. After that everything was o.k.
When we got down the fight commander said, as a joke,
that he did not know whether to recommend me for a Croix de
Guerre or accuse me of having no brains, as the proper thing to
do on getting engine trouble was to go home. However, I had a
lot of excitement and I have been promised a good machine for
my next trip.11
Last night a company of New York actors and actresses
arrived in camp to give us a show, they had hardly started when
the signal for “lights out” was given and it was learned that the
Huns were putting on an air raid for us.12 Some of our night
flyers went up to meet them.13 We could not see the planes at
all, but for a while the darkness was full of machine gun slashes,
the bursting of bombs and anti-aircraft shells, and the sweep of
searchlights. Fortunately no one was injured that I know of, but
one bomb fell several hundred yards from us and blew a hole
fifteen feet wide, and four feet deep near the top of a hill. The
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