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lthough eclipsed in military memory by Georges
Guynemer, René Fonck remains, to this day, the
greatest French fighter pilot of all time. A man of
modest extraction, his piloting and marksmanship enabled
him to rise from the ranks to receive national glory and become
the ‘aces of aces’, not just in the French, but in all the allied air
services. But living with this glory was difficult: he became
a passionate politician but was beaten in elections; he sought
further fame by attempting a non-stop Atlantic crossing but
failed in the attempt; he tied his future to service with Marshal
Pétain during WWII and ended his life in oblivion.

Background
Paul René Fonck was born on 26 March 1894, in Saulcy sur
Meurthe, near the ‘blue line of the Vosges’ and very close to the
French Alsace region which had been annexed by the Prussian
invaders in 1871. His father, Victor Fonck, a carpenter, was an
Alsatian displaced by the war and like many from Lorraine,
remained scarred by this ‘great injustice’. The family soon
grew larger and Mrs Marie Fonck (née Simon) gave birth to
two daughters, Emilienne (1897) and Yvonne who was born
on 2 June 1898. But a tragedy took place just two weeks later
when Victor Fonck died accidentally, his head crushed by the
wheel of a cart loaded with wood. Orphaned at the age of four,
René Fonck had a difficult childhood. To lighten the burden
on his mother, he was entrusted to the care of an uncle living
in Nancy and, while very young, was placed in a religious
boarding school in that city, where the discipline was Spartan.
He left it in 1904, at the time of the separation of the church and
the state, returned to his mother and completed his education,
which was limited, at the communal school 1. His school
notebooks, later shown by his mother to journalists, reveal a
young man who was particularly hard-pressed and anxious to
learn, garnishing his pages with careful handwriting.
He entered employment very early, working at the Gelliot
weavers, then at the Metallurgist Gantois in St Dié and at
Marzelay where he was an apprentice mechanic. Like many
young men of his time, and especially those working in
mechanics, he became fascinated by the early aviation exploits
reported in the press of the time and which he very probably
observed at the aerodrome near Saint-Dié.
He was noted as a ‘student’ on his military record 2 and was
still an apprentice mechanic when he joined the army in his
twentieth year, on 22 August 1914 and three weeks after the
declaration of war. Fonck asserted that he had passed the
admissions tests for the air service without informing his
mother. This effectively enabled him to be assigned to the
aviation group at Dijon where he first encountered French
military aircraft. But his joy was short-lived: on 25 September
1914, he was assigned to the 11th Engineer Regiment for
training. Then followed five months of hard work, where his
company constructed earthworks and participated in the
erection of bridges over the Moselle. Appointed as a corporal,
his purgatory ended on 15 February 1915 when he was ordered

to join the St Cyr aviation school near Versailles, where he
remained barely 18 days before being sent to the school at Lyon
for theoretical courses. He was then sent to the Caudron at
Le Crotoy, on the bay of Somme, where he first climbed into
an aeroplane  – ؘthe future French actor André Luguet was
also a student. Fonck began, on 1 April, to familiarize himself
with ground handling and then made his initial flight on a
Caudron G.2 on April 3rd. He eventually obtained his civilian
pilot brevet (No.1979) on 15 May 1915, then his military pilot
brevet (No.1010) on 31 May. He then went to the Aeronautical
General Reserve, at Le Bourget, on 5 June that year, awaiting
an operational assignment.
Reconnaissance Pilot
Whether by chance or by deliberate choice on his part,
Corporal René Fonck left on 14 June 1915 for Escadrille C 47
at Corcieux, located about ten kilometres from his native
village. The squadron, equipped with the Caudron G.3 and
commanded by Captain Olivier Galouzeau de Villepin (the
great uncle of the former French prime minister Dominique de
Villepin), was an army corps unit performing reconnaissance
and artillery spotting missions, and would soon be attached to
the 2nd Colonial Army Corps.
Fonck was assigned a first mechanic, Charles Delmas,
who followed him throughout the war. The number of
reconnaissance missions increased; some on the Alsatian side
of the Vosges Mountains, some on the French side. He directed
artillery fire onto enemy batteries and trenches and soon
encountered an enemy aircraft in the air, over the mountain
pass of Sainte-Marie during late June 1915. Fonck’s machine
being unarmed and the German not inclined to fight, each
returned to his lines. But this marked a beginning as, on 2 July
19153, he again encountered an enemy machine and attacked
it in the locality of Munster. Fonck’s observer, Maréchal des
Logis (Sergeant) Emile Laplanche, discharged his rifle without
results. Flying to Colmar as part of the reconnaissance
Escadrille C 47 1916.
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