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In the 1930s, there was a renewed fascination with the air battles of World War I.  Movies of the period, such as Dawn Patrol, heightened this interest.  Although the number of air battles fought were many, there were few good authentic photos depicting the action.  A book entitled Death in the Air: The War Diary and Photographs of a Flying Corps Pilot was published in 1932.  Mrs. Gladys Cockburn-Lange, supposedly the widow of a British World War I pilot, had presented the publisher with a manuscript and accompanying combat photos she said were taken by a pilot during the war who had been killed in combat.  There were over fifty aerial combat photos bearing dramatic captions such as "Just as he left the burning plane," "Jock--snapped a Hun as it was trying to shoot a burst at him," "Beautiful example of correct place to arrange your Hun before shooting him," and "A good picture."

Although hailed by The Illustrated London News as "the most extraordinary photographs ever taken of air flights in the war," experts were suspicious.  One of the first things that made the book suspect to aviation buffs was that no author was identified and no link between the pilot and the author could be established.  There were no service unit designations, no squadrons, no last names of individuals, and no place names.  Although the book is written in diary fashion, no specific dates were given, only the days of the week.  No data were given on the camera, only that it had been taken from a downed German plane and used by the British pilot.  Mrs. Cockburn-Lange refused to identify the photographer or anyone who could authenticate the photos or the manuscript.

In the early 1950s, historians from the U. S. Air Force Museum brought copies of the photos to Arthur C. Lundahl for inspection.  Consulting his library of German World War I cameras and films, he found a number of inconsistencies in the photos.  For one thing, he expressed some doubt that a camera mounted on World War I aircraft could produce such sharp pictures.  Airplanes, especially at the time, are vibrating, bouncing platforms--not exactly ideal for taking such photos.  To dampen camera vibrations, a variety of makeshift suspension systems were devised, some using sections of inner tubes, sponges, and even tennis balls.  The film speed in those days was extremely slow and could not have captured action traversing the track of the camera without some blurring. Nor did the World War I cameras have the depth of field needed to capture action over miles of sky.
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In one photograph, there is a dogfight scene in which fourteen aircraft are shown in various flight attitudes--all in perfect focus.  Also, all of the photos were taken against clear or solidly overcast skies, and thus did not provide photogrammetrists any reference points for measurements.  Although the planes appear proportionate and the shadows properly aligned, Lundahl was suspicious that the source of light was not the sun.  Lundahl further reasoned that if a pilot had been in the heat of such action for some time and produced such a cache of photography, it would undoubtedly have been known to others in his unit and certainly to the Royal Air Force.  Lundahl concluded, "Although there is a certain cleverness about the photos and there is no doubt that the person who perpetrated these fakes knew something about the aircraft and also about photography, I believe that this was done in a studio and that the aircraft are models."

The U. S. Air Force, the Royal Air Force, and the Imperial War Museum demurred at displaying the photos until their authenticity was proven.  Mrs. Cockburn-Lange was pressed to give additional details to vouch for their authenticity, but she remained evasive.  In 1979, experts in the Time-Life Laboratory studied the photos and deemed all of them fakes.

The fact that models were used in the photos was not proven until 1984, when the memorabilia of Wesley Archer and his wife were presented to the Smithsonian Air and Space Museum.  Experts reviewing the records revealed that Gladys Maud Cockburn-Lange was actually Archer's wife, Betty.  To bring the episode to a close, their memorabilia also included photos of Archer working on aircraft models scaled to blueprints in a specially equipped photo studio. [101-102]

