















































Jies. At first, assembly went very slowly, with the language barrier between an
English-speaking management and a mainly Chinese workforce contributing to the
slow pace. The few words each side knew of the other’s language did not always
suffice for the complex ideas and technical jargon necessary in aviation. Once the
concepts were understood, however, assembly speeded up, as the Chinese workers
proved efficient and industrious. . .

After the complete assembly of each airframe, the P—40 was tested and any
remaining faults adjusted. Once signed off, the AVG sent a pilot down from
Kyedaw to ferry the fighter back. The pilots were told to look for the railroad and
follow it north. They dubbed this style of navigation as IFR, “I follow railroads.”

In the meantime, the harsh conditions and the probability of actually fighting
caused nearly a dozen AVG employees to rethink their situation. Eight pilots and
several ground crew members went to Chennault and resigned. He signed their ter-
mination papers, calling them dishonorable discharges, stating that he would rather
be short-handed with men who wanted to fight and do their job than to keep mal-
contents around to spread their morale-sapping complaints.

Of the ones who did stay, Chennault had a mixed bag of talent. He had wanted
men in their mid-20s with a minimum of several hundred hours in pursuit aircraft,
but he had only a few of those. The experience ranged from just out of flying school
to Navy patrol plane pilots with thousands of hours in lumbering flying boats that
had only the element of flight in common with the P—40.

The youngest pilot, Henry Gilbert, was fresh from earning his naval aviator
wings at Pensacola when he arrived in Burma in October 1941. The oldest of
Chennault’s combat pilots was Louis Hoffman, who got his Navy wings in 1929
and had almost as many flying hours as Chennault. With such a broad mix of expe-
rience, Chennault revised his plans for introducing the AVG to combat.

If they had been all experienced fighter pilots, he would have started directly
with combat training. Instead, he had to conduct classes on how to fly in formation
and how to fight in the P—40. He told them of the P—40’s ability to dive and the
heavy punch of the two nose-mounted .50-caliber machineguns and compared its
strengths against the Japanese aircraft they would face.

The Japanese fighters were much more maneuverable than the P-40s, particu-
larly at slow speeds, but their maneuverability came at the price of structural weak-
ness, a lack of armor for the pilot and engine, and unprotected fuel tanks. Chennault
endlessly repeated his emphasis not to turn with the enemy, but rather to dive at high
speed, open fire at long range with the .50-caliber guns, then add in the lighter
weight wing guns as the range closed. After diving, the pilots were instructed to
zoom past the target if it had not been destroyed, then pull up sharply, and climb to
repeat the attack.

Chennault pointed out the vulnerable areas of the Japanese bombers most like-
ly to be encountered. Like most Japanese aircraft of the time, their range and bomb
capacity were achieved by no protection for the crew or the fuel tanks. Consequent-
ly, when attacked, they caught fire easily.

The early experiences of the AVG drove Chennault almost to despair, despite
the classroom education of his pilots. They started slowly with cockpit checks, then
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to familiarization flights—critical for learning both the P-40 and the local area as
seen from above—to aerobatics and mock combat.

To give the AVG practice attacks against bombers, the RAF occasionally sent
up one of their few Bristol Blenheim light bombers based at Mingadalon. The AVG
would practice high-speed attacks, seeking to find the best approach to kill a
Japanese bomber while avoiding the return fire from its defensive guns.

For fighter-versus-fighter practice, they used each other. Going up in a flight of
two, the opposing pilots would fly to their respective corners and commence a full-
throttle, head-on attack to experience the time compression so common in combat
reports that describe how quickly events seem to happen. It was during one of these
mock attacks that the AVG suffered its first casualty.

Gil Bright, a former Navy dive bomber pilot, flew against another Navy pilot,
John Armstrong. Each held his course until a mid-air collision seemed inevitable,
the premise being that, in combat, the thumb-size bullets of the P-40’s .50s would
destroy the light-weight Japanese adversary long before the aircraft closed. Bright
rolled right, expecting Armstrong to also roll right, and the planes should have
passed belly to belly. Armstrong, however, did not roll right. He held his ground and
his left wing chopped off Bright’s left wing. Bright was thrown clear of the spinning
wreckage of his fighter, but Armstrong was not. The AVG recovered the body from
the cockpit and buried Armstrong with honors in the local British cemetery.

Two more pilots were killed in quick succession, but due to inexperience flying
the P-40 and not mock combat. One man got himself into an inverted flat spin and
could not recover, while the other pilot overstressed the aircraft during a post-main-
tenance test flight and pulled the tail off his Curtiss fighter. Too low to bail out, he
perished, and both men were buried alongside their comrade.

Besides the loss of P-40s due to Chennault’s realistic training regime, the AVG
had a series of blunders and mishaps committed by both pilots and ground crews. In
early November 1941, a former Navy Catalina flying boat pilot named Edwin
Conant tried landing the much smaller Curtiss fighter from the same altitude he nor-
mally did in the Catalina, about twenty feet too high. The plane stalled, then
dropped from about twenty-five feet. It bounced once, the main landing gear col-
lapsed, and the fighter spun around to stop in a cloud of dust.

Two days later, November 3, 1941, Conant did the same thing, popping a tire
from the extreme drop. He ground-looped this time and wound up off the end of the
runway. The day became known as “Circus Day” by the AVG since Conant’s
mishap was just the first of an incredible run of accidents. Following Conant’s land-
ing, another Catalina driver landed too high, collapsed the landing gear, and wound
up off the runway with the belly, wing, and propeller severely damaged. Sandy
Sandell, an experienced P—40 pilot, then ground-looped on his landing.

Chennault had seen enough and called a halt to flying for the day, ordering the
remaining planes dispersed to avoid having them all parked together and vulnerable
to a Japanese bombing raid. However, the chaos continued. A crew chief taxied his
aircraft into a second P-40, chewing up that machine’s right aileron. Another crew
chief did the same, except the damage consisted of two damaged propellers and a
shock-damaged engine. A third man built up too much speed while taxiing and
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CAMCO repair facility at Loiwing, China.

stood the fighter on its nose when he applied the brakes, damaging another propeller
and engine. In the final accident of this day, a mechanic on a bicycle, watching one
of the previous mishaps instead of where he was going, crashed into the wing of yet
another P—40, breaking its aileron. Two days later, Conant nearly destroyed a third
P-40 and received a good deal of kidding about becoming a Japanese ace if he con-
tinued wrecking aircraft.

Organizationally, Chennault formed the group into a headquarters section and
three squadrons. Each squadron leader picked the men in his squadron, almost like
forming teams for a sand-lot baseball game. The 1st AVG Pursuit Squadron, led by
Robert “Sandy” Sandell, a former Air Corps pilot recruited from Maxwell Field,
consisted of a mixed group of Army and Navy pilots. The 1st Pursuit became the
Adam and Eve squadron, after mankind’s first pursuit, and carried a green apple on
the side of the fuselage. They originally painted a red apple, but Chennault said it
looked too much like the Japanese Rising Sun symbol and could lead to confusion
in combat.

Former Navy fighter pilot Jack Newkirk led the 2d AVG Pursuit Squadron and
picked all Navy pilots. They named their squadron the Panda Bears in deference to
their employer’s native wildlife and painted the black and white animal’s likeness
on each of their P—40s.

The 3d AVG Pursuit Squadron, with all Army pilots, was under the command
of Arvid Olson, a P-40 pilot recruited from Mitchel Field. The squadron became the
Hell’s Angels, after the World War I movie of the same name, using a stylized red
outline of the female form with a halo and angel’s wings.

Maj. Gen. Henry “Hap” Amold, chief of the Air Corps, had flatly refused to
give up any of his experienced staff officers, knowing that the Air Corps would need
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them desperately as it began the buildup prior to the war. Chennault asked for six,
pleaded for three, and finally, nearly begged for just one. Amold rebuffed him at
every turn.

Chennault at first served as his own staff, planning everything from logistics to
operations to gathering and disseminating intelligence. He acquired a few strays
from around Asia, including reserve naval officer and newspaper columnist Joseph
Alsop. Alsop served as Chennault’s supply officer for nearly five months, but was
caught in Hong Kong scrounging supplies when the Japanese occupied it.

The poorly trained AVG staff put a tremendous burden on Chennault. Not only
did he have to command the flyers, he also had to plan each attack, constantly bad-
ger the U.S. government for promised supplies and reinforcements, and maintain
communication and cooperation with the Chinese government and the British
forces in Burma. Inevitably, many items fell through the cracks, and much of the
standard planning common to other U.S. forces lacked the detail others thought nec-
essary for success. Chennault gave most of his orders verbally, and the AVG almost
always translated them into successful action.

After the monsoon season ended in late November, the base at Kunming was
ready to handle aircraft. The pilots prepared their aircraft to fly the six hundred
miles from Burma to Kunming, while the ground staff planned to follow with all the
parts and equipment in truck convoys up the Burma Road. The events of the first
weekend in December, however, changed all these plans.

Flying Tigers at War

On December 7, 1941, the American Volunteer Group had nearly eighty pilots
and sixty-two combat-ready P—40s, with the rest of the initial one hundred aircraft
either written off in accidents or still waiting on installation of machineguns or
radios. Twenty pilots still were not checked out in either the P-40 or Chennault’s
tactics, and Chennault refused to let a man fly until he was satisfied the new pilot
could handle both the Curtiss fighter and combat. This discipline probably saved
lives since the AVG suffered relatively few combat losses.

Much like today’s RED FLAG exercises held at the vast training ranges near
Nellis Air Force Base, Nevada, Chennault’s intense training meant combat was not
such a shock, and his small force was more effective from the first combat mission.
It also meant his pilots had a better chance of surviving to fight another day.

Chennault found out about the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor nearly seven
hours after it happened. He took immediate steps to put the AVG on a war footing,
placing one squadron on ready status with the pilots prepared for an immediate
scramble. He readied a second squadron for support of the first and dispersed the
final squadron to an outlying airfield as his reserve.

In addition to the devastating Pearl Harbor attack, Japanese forces also struck
the Philippines, destroying most of the U.S. air forces there and hit hard at British
facilities in Malaya and Singapore. Most important for the AVG the Japanese struck
targets in Thailand and Burma.
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Goods headed for China over the Burma Road came through the port of
Rangoon; and the Chinese, the British, and Chennault all knew that the port was
vitally important to keeping China supplied. As torturous as the Burma Road was, it
was the only overland route available for war material to keep China fighting. Thus,
the loss of Rangoon could have meant the loss of China as well. Thailand surren-
dered on December 10, and the Japanese immediately assembled their forces for an
assault on Burma.

Coordinating with the RAF, Chennault sent the Hell’s Angels to Mingadalon
airdrome, not far from Rangoon, to bolster the RAF’s single squadron of Brewster
Buffalo fighters. Simultaneously, he ordered the two other squadrons to fly to
Kunming,

The AVG’s first offensive action was a reconnaissance mission. Chennault
borrowed an aerial camera from the RAF and mounted it in a compartment behind
a P—40’s cockpit. He had a hole cut in the belly and stripped the plane of armament
and armor, creating an instant photo reconnaissance aircraft that Erik Shilling flew
over Bangkok, Thailand. The photographs showed both docks and airfields cov-
ered with Japanese equipment and personnel.

The first combat action soon followed. On December 20, Japanese bombers
attacked the AVG base at Kunming. Receiving advance notice of the raid from the
Chinese warning net, Chennault launched both squadrons, sending Jack Newkirk’s
Panda Bears to the expected interception point and Sandell’s Adam and Eves to a
supporting area west of the expected combat airspace.

According to Chennault in his post-war memoirs:

This was the decisive moment I had been awaiting for more than
four years—American pilots in American fighter planes aided by
a Chinese ground warning net about to tackle a formation of the
Imperial Japanese Air Force, which was then sweeping the
Pacific skies victorious everywhere. I felt that the fate of China
was riding in the P—40 cockpits through the wintery sky of
Yunnan [the Chinese province in which Kunming was located]. I
yearned heartily to be ten years younger and crouched in a cock-
pit instead of a dugout, tasting the stale rubber of an oxygen mask
and peering ahead into limitless space through the cherry-red

rings of a gunsight.

He was disappointed in this first combat encounter by the AVG. After a few brief
radio transmissions by the Panda Bears, he heard no more and in frustration,
ordered Sandell’s squadron to head to the bombers’ probable return route. After
some tense minutes, the pacing Chennault and the Chinese heard gunfire some dis-
tance away and the heavier explosions of bombs.

Shortly thereafter, Newkirk returned with his squadron. They had sighted the
formation of ten twin-engine bombers thirty miles southeast of Kunming. The
bombers also sighted the fighters, then jettisoned their payloads and turned tail, div-
ing to pick up speed. Uncertain and hesitating, the fighters lost precious seconds in
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RAF

As formidable as the Flying Tigers were in fighting the Japanese, they did
not operate in a vacuum. Particularly in their epic, but ultimately doomed,
defense of Rangoon and Burma, the AVG received extensive support from
Britain’s Royal Air Force. The AVG was heavily dependent on the RAF, from
the use of their first airfield at Kyedaw, to aviation gas and oil for the fighters,
and to food and drink.

Once war came to Burma, the AVG and RAF operated together to defend
the area around Rangoon, but not always successfully. The RAF at first did not
even tell the AVG that a Japanese air raid was inbound, and the first indication
the Flying Tigers had of such a raid was the British scrambling their Brewster
Buffalo fighters. After a few such divided missions, combat losses and a shared
sense of danger led to a close working relationship between the men on the field,
if not between the RAF leadership and Chennault.

The courage of the British must be acknowledged. Flying outdated Buffalos
time after time against far more nimble Japanese fighters called for a large mea-
sure of courage on their part. Likewise, the few RAF Bristol Blenheim light
bombers pressed home their attacks in the face of overwhelming ground fire.

One minor, but telling, tale of the RAF’s support of the Flying Tigers
involves Aircraftman 2d Class Wilfred Jepson. Jepson, an RAF radio mechanic,
was lent to the AVG to help with the P—40s’ radios. These civilian radios, intend-
ed for benign point-to-point flights, were not designed for combat stresses and
constantly broke down, leaving many an airborne Tiger deaf to what was going
on or even where the enemy was. Thus, Jepson’s help was invaluable.

During the haphazard retreat from Rangoon, Jepson found himself a mili-
tary orphan as he returned to his barracks one evening to find that his unit, No.
113 Squadron, had left without him. He went back to the AVG, which was
preparing its last ground convoy out of Rangoon, and threw his lot in with the
Flying Tigers.

Jepson stayed with the Tigers until their disbandment and subsequently
served with the China Air Task Force under U.S. command. He finally rejoined
RAF forces in India in August 1943. Said his “commanding officer,” 2d Lt. Joe
Lussier, a former Flying Tiger, on Jepson’s leaving for India:

It is with a great feeling of loss that we find Jepson about to
leave the organization. Through him in his dealings and work
in both the American Volunteer Group and the United States
Army, the strong ties that bind the English and American
people as one have been considerably strengthened and the
deep respect we have for the technical ability, self-sacrifice
and attention to duty of the English military man has been
wonderfully illustrated through Aircraftman 2d Jepson.




identifying the bombers as the enemy. The fleeing Japanese put those seconds to
good use and outdistanced the P—40s.

Sandell’s squadron also reacted badly. The sight of the escaping prey made the
AVG pilots forget all their training. Instead of a disciplined, diving attack with an
intact leader and wingman element, the excited pilots flew individually into the
melee. They tried near-impossible shots and agreed later that only luck had kept
them from either colliding with each other or shooting each other down. However,
they downed three of the bombers and damaged others, some crashing as they
returned home. Ed Rector chased the Japanese too long before turning back and ran
out of gas. He belly-landed in a rice paddy, but was uninjured.

Immediately after the last P-40 landed, Chennault gathered all the pilots
together to debrief the action. Blaming the lack of results, particularly by Sandell’s
squadron, on excitement, he once again stressed the need for flight discipline, taking
advantage of the P-40’s speed advantage from a dive, and the need to set up for
another attack.

This attack was the last action in China for some time, but the Flying Tigers
were about to join the RAF in the fight for Rangoon in Burma. At Mingadalon, the
Brewster Buffaloes of the RAF’s 67 Squadron parked at the northern end of the air-
field’s north-south runway, while the AVG used the eastern end of the intersecting
east-west runway. At first, the two units did not share much in the way of opera-
tional intelligence or communications. Pleas by Chennault for the British radio fre-
quencies went unanswered, and the RAF ignored the frequencies the AVG used.
Likewise, any limited advance warning provided by the British radio direction find-
ing equipment generally was not relayed to the AVG

The dust raised by the Buffalos taking off usually was the AVG’s first indica-
tion of an incoming raid. The AVG would then start their engines and take off,
somehow avoiding the RAF fighters flying from the other runway.

This was the situation on December 23, 1941. Seeing the British launch,
Olson’s squadron followed suit, finally receiving a nondescriptive radio call that the
“enemy is approaching from the east.” In fact, the bombers and escorts completed
their bomb run on Rangoon’s docks before the AVG pilots sighted them. The AVG
pilots flew into the Japanese formation, downing six, but losing two planes and
pilots, while the RAF failed to make contact.

This first raid on Rangoon turned the city into bedlam. Refugees attempting to
get out of Rangoon poured into the streets. The native Burmese population, never
happy with their colonial masters, the British, rioted. Massive fires, looting, and
killing followed. The AVG cooks fled, forcing the 3d Squadron to live on a diet of
stale bread and canned beer for several days.

Two days later, for a Christmas present, the Japanese sent flights of bombers
and fighters to finish off Rangoon. Launching from tropical temperatures and high
humidity, the pilots soon found themselves shivering from the rapidly chilling sweat
on their skin. Achieving a height advantage, the AVG finally put into practice
Chennault’s tactic of diving, firing their heavy .50-caliber guns as they attacked.
Olson radioed Chennault the news that they had downed fifteen of the bombers and
nine fighters, losing only two aircraft in the exchange (both AVG pilots survived
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Pilots of the AVG 2d Squadron Panda Bears in front of a P-40.

and were soon back in action). The RAF put up sixteen Buffaloes, claimed seven
Japanese, but lost nine aircraft and six pilots. Following this fight, however, the
Hell’s Angels could only muster eleven serviceable P—40s. Olson requested rein-
forcements, and Chennault obliged by sending the Panda Bears to relieve him.

The RAF’s cooperation increased dramatically after this fight. Frequencies
were shared, rations provided, and a means of announcing a scramble by ringing a
salvaged ship’s bell made the RAF and AVG partners in the defense of Rangoon.
The Allied air commander in the theater, RAF Group Captain Manning, compared
the results of the first two Japanese raids to the defense of Great Britain in the
autumn of 1940.

Despite their losses in the air, Japanese ground forces crossed into Burma from
Thailand and advanced on Rangoon, ultimately dooming the city. While the pilots
fought like tigers in the air, all the other men worked on the docks to salvage every-
thing they could that would help the unit stay in the fight. The AVG stood its ground,
sending up increasingly battered P-40s against Japanese formations that eventually
contained a ratio of three escorts for each bomber.

A Long Slugging Match

With the arrival of the 2d squadron at Rangoon, the Tigers went on the offen-
sive. On January 3, 1942, four P-40s took off for the Japanese-occupied Thailand
base of Tak, nearly 170 miles from Rangoon. Bert Christman turned back with
engine trouble, but Jack Newkirk, James Howard, and Tex Hill continued on. They
circled past the target area to have the sun behind them and make the Japanese anti-
aircraft gunners’ job more difficult. The field was crammed with nearly a dozen
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Ground crew of the AVG 3d Squadron Hells Angels in front of a P—40.

fighters, some with propellers turning over in preparation for a mission of their own.
In fact, three fighters had already taken off and were orbiting over the field.

Hill, intent on the massed group on the ground and preoccupied with seeing the
enemy planes on the ground, did not look for enemy fighters and followed Howard
into his strafing run. Newkirk saw the airborne enemy fighters and turned into them,
shooting one down

Howard also was so focused on his strafing run that he was unaware that he had
a Japanese fighter on his tail. Hill saw it and pulled around as quickly as he could, fir-
ing as he went. He did not aim, but used the tracers like a garden hose, spraying as he
turned.

Howard completed his strafing run, which produced a large explosion, then
made another run. Pulling up, his engine caught a burst of fire from the ground and
quit. He turned to belly land on the strip he had just finished strafing, but his engine
caught again and he climbed slowly away. Newkirk and Hill had already departed
the area due to the heavy ground fire, leaving Howard with a lonely flight home.
Hill and Newkirk were credited with aerial victories and Howard with destroying
four fighters on the ground.

This surprise raid had been successful, but the Japanese retaliated the next day,
sending a dawn attack against the dispersal fields used by the RAF and the AVG
Instead of keeping the fighters on Mingadalon, the AVG flew all of them each night
to several auxiliary fields that had been hastily constructed after the war began. The
Japanese attack did little damage, but the AVG was unable to reach a position to
attack and the bombers escaped unscathed.

At noon, the story was different. The AVG and RAF had resettled for the day’s
alert duty at Mingadalon, when the Japanese attacked again. Fourteen planes of the
2d squadron got off the ground, but they were overwhelmed by the Japanese. Three
P—40s were shot down, with the pilots all suffering various degrees of injury, but
alive, while only one Japanese fighter was claimed. This was the only encounter
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between the AVG and the Japanese in which the Japanese shot down more aircraft
than they lost.

That night, the Japanese returned. Although they were poor night fighters, three
P-40s took off to intercept the raid. Their pilots, with no controller to guide them
and only visual means of locating the Japanese, achieved poor results, to no one’s
surprise. The AVG was fortunate to safely land all three fighters without damage.

Two nights later, pilot Pete Wright would not be so lucky. Taking off at 3:30
a.m., he failed to locate the Japanese bombers even after opening his canopy to lis-
ten. He finally tried to return to base guided by the lights of vehicles lining the run-
way. When he lowered his landing gear, he was sprayed with hydraulic fluid. He
stuck his head out the side of his cockpit to avoid the oil and hit the ground in a left
skid. The landing gear buckled under the side load and collapsed, the P—40 skidding
to a stop against a Chevrolet sedan parked to the side of the runway, slamming
Wright’s face into the windshield. Although bloody and battered, Wright was more
fortunate than pilot Ken Merritt, who was in the Chevrolet. Merritt was killed
instantly in the impact and joined the others laid to rest in the British cemetery.

So it went for most of January 1942. The Japanese launched raid after raid,
slowly and methodically reducing the port capacity of Rangoon. Time after time,
the diminishing number of P-40s and RAF Buffaloes tackled the seemingly limit-
less number of Japanese fighters and bombers.

What the AVG did not know was that their unexpected defense of Rangoon had
seriously disrupted the Japanese timetable for conquering Burma and invading
India. The Japanese were not able to knock out Rangoon, and a trickle of supplies
continued into China. Japanese aviation losses forced a halt to bombing operations
for nearly two weeks in January until those losses were made good. The replace-
ments had been destined for Japanese offensives in China and India; without that air
support, the Japanese had to slow their advances on the ground.

At Kunming, almost a backwater compared to Rangoon, the pilots grew
increasingly bored and frustrated at the lack of action. Eleven pilots resigned, and
the unwavering Chennault gave them dishonorable discharges from the organiza-
tion. Finally, on January 24, 1942, the 1st squadron was ordered to relieve the
valiant, but depleted, 2d squadron at Rangoon.

For the next month, the grim slugging match between the AVG pilots and the
Japanese continued. In the air, the ragged P—40s continued attacking bomber and
fighter formations, but the scarcity of supplies and replacement parts reduced the
number of sorties that could be flown. Tires wore completely bald and often blew
on landing. Battery plates grew so thin that they would not hold a charge for more
than a few hours. The crew chiefs and support technicians performed miracles of
improvisation in getting the fighters ready to fly, but if any of the 1st squadron
planes had been on U.S. military bases, they would have been deemed unflyable.

In the middle of February, five Pan Am Airlines flying boats landed at Calcutta,
India, with the first shipment of parts and supplies the AVG had received in its eight
months of existence. Tires, batteries, propellers, gun switch solenoids, oxygen bot-
tles, and ammunition all arrived just in time to keep the Tigers’ claws sharp for a lit-
tle longer.
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By the end of February, the Japanese ground advance was only twenty miles
from Rangoon, where all social order had ceased, making the vital supply scroung-
ing trips to the dock area dangerous endeavors. At the end the month, the British
ordered an evacuation. Their few remaining Buffaloes flew north to near the old
Tigers’ base at Kyedaw. The AVG 1st squadron also left Rangoon, settling in at a
field near Magwe, Burma.

Meanwhile, the two squadrons at Kunming had suffered a loss of five aircraft
on a single flight. Following a formal dinner and presentation of awards from
Generalissimo Chiang and his wife, P-40s were assigned as escorts for the return
flight of the dignitaries in their Douglas DC-2 transport. Former Marine Greg
Boyington led the escort flight for nearly two hours into steadily worsening head-
winds and clouds. Eventually, his flight became separated from the DC-2, which
was providing navigation.

Boyington turned his fighters around to head back to Kunming, but got lost.
With gas gauges on empty, the flight descended into the clouds, hoping not to fly
into a mountain. Breaking out just above the peaks, they spotted a cemetery, the
only relatively flat piece of ground within reach. All five pilots made belly landings
and escaped unharmed, but the same could not be said of their aircraft. Returning on
foot the two hundred miles back to Kunming took nearly a week. Chennault, need-
less to say, was upset at the loss of a significant portion of his inventory.

Boyington made good at least part of the loss. Taking a few mechanics back to
the site of the crashes, he managed to repair two of the P-40s well enough for flight
and took everything, except the skins, off the totally wrecked P—40s that could be
used to repair aircraft back at Kunming. To lighten the flyable aircraft, they stripped
them of their armament, armor plating, and anything not required for basic flight.
Boyington loaded each fighter with only thirty gallons of gas and had the ground
crew hold the tail up in a horizontal position. He held the brakes while he ran the
engine to full throttle, then signaled the crew to let go. In both takeoffs, he raced
toward the sheer drop at the edge of the cemetery. In a masterful display of flying, he
dropped down the side of the mountain, using the dive to build up speed, then flew to
a better field where the P—40 could be filled with enough gas to get back to Kunming.

Back in Burma, the situation went from bad to worse. The field at Magwe had
no early warning ability, no facilities, and no protection for the crews or planes.
Furthermore, the Japanese had modified their tactics. Instead of sending bomber
formations surrounded by a large number of fighters -and trying to slug it out with
the Flying Tigers, they sent high altitude reconnaissance planes to determine when
the AVG was on the ground.

Chennault knew that one surprise raid on Magwe would finish his fighters
there, so he also changed tactics. He directed the squadron to send two and three
plane patrols to raid the advance Japanese fields, including their new possession at
Mingadalon, to thwart enemy aircraft buildup and to lessen the chance of a surprise
attack on the AVG. Meanwhile, he sent the 3d squadron to replace the 1st squadron,
which had been facing combat for nearly three months without respite.

On March 19, 1942, two pilots from the 3d squadron flew more than 250 miles
from Magwe to the enemy base at Moulmein, far beyond what the Japanese thought
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the P—40s could reach. The two pilots, Bill Reed and Ken Jurgenstedt, made sever-
al strafing runs and destroyed fifteen of the twenty fighters parked there. Adding to
the damage, a small British force of fighters and Blenheim light bombers struck
Mingadalon the next day and destroyed twenty-eight Japanese aircraft.

Two days later, the Japanese, humiliated by the strikes, launched an attack on
Magwe. Over the next twenty-six hours, they flew a total of 226 bombing sorties
against the base. After this unprecedented scale of bombing, Magwe ceased to func-
tion, and Chennault ordered the remaining four P-40s to Loiwing, the airfield
where CAMCO repair facilities were located. The weary ground echelon once
again formed a convoy and followed. The RAF, with only six fighters left, also
moved to China.

Chennault established a ground-warning network with eighteen posts between
Loiwing and the Burmese border. Once again, the AVG got a vital few minutes
notice before an attack. They also received their first replacement aircraft at
Loiwing. The improved P-40s had heavier armament in six wing-mounted .50-cal-
iber machineguns and more powerful Allison engines.

Power Politics

In late January 1942, U.S. Army Lt. Gen. Joseph Stilwell was appointed the
Allied commander for all forces operating in the China-Burma-India Theater.
Stilwell had earlier served in China and knew the Mandarin dialect, but by his own
admission, did not think much of aviation except as an extension of his artillery and
observation assets. To Chennault, such a view was extremely short-sighted, as well
as ill-suited to the realities of the current war. Chennault’s old nemesis from the Air
Corps Tactical School, Clayton Bissell, who had disagreed with Chennault on fight-
er tactics and the effectiveness of a ground-warning network, became Stilwell’s the-
ater commander for air.

AVG P-40s at a field at Kweilin, China.




Stilwell at first attempted to stem the advancing Japanese in Burma, Brutally
repulsed, Stilwell retreated with his forces, leading a grueling forced march of 120
miles through unmapped, thick jungle into India. For a young man, this was an
impressive task. For a man of 60, Stilwell’s effort was incredible.

Stilwell wanted the AVG to fly low-level reconnaissance missions over the
fighting, and Generalissimo Chiang wanted it to fly ground-attack missions against
the Japanese. Trained and organized as a fighter interceptor unit and not in close air
support, the pilots still undertook these missions. However, in a near-mutiny within
the AVG the weary pilots presented a petition to Chennault threatening to resign en
masse if he continued ordering these missions. Chennault quelled the mutiny, but at
the expense of relations with Stilwell, who thought that Chennault should simply
order his civilian pilots to comply with their orders.

In April, Chennault agreed to be recalled into the Army as a colonel. One week
later, he was promoted to brigadier general, but Bissell was promoted a day sooner
to keep him senior to Chennault. Earlier, before the war started, Chennault had
offered to return to active duty, but had been rebuffed by Gen. George C. Marshall,
Army Chief of Staff, and General Amold. Now, however, the situation was differ-
ent.

The Army Air Forces thought it could get a combat-proven fighter group in
place by absorbing the AVG and its equipment, but the pilots objected. Although
they had been released from their respective services and taken up a contract with a
foreign government, they believed they had been guaranteed reentry back to their
original service. Moreover, China had bought and paid for the airplanes and equip-
ment as well as the salaries of the AVG. '

Chennault, when finally notified of the plan, explained to Washington that the
men would not allow themselves to be arbitrarily drafted into the Army Air Forces.
First, most of the pilots came from the Navy or Marine Corps and, if forced, pre-
ferred to return to duty wearing their original uniforms. Second, disrupting the
working of the AVG—no matter how slipshod it might seem seven thousand miles
away in Washington, D.C.—would destroy the effort of the Tigers.

Bissell flew into the AVG’s main base at Loiwing and told the gathered men
that, effective at the end of May, they would all be brought into the service of the
Army. They could join as volunteers and remain in place or they would be met with
a draft notice the moment of their return to the United States and be drafted into the
infantry as privates. The threat backfired; it may even have changed the minds of
some of the men who had considered staying. Many of the former Navy and Marine
Corps pilots wanted to return to their former services, not join the Army, while oth-
ers just wanted a break from the constant combat, poor food, and chronic fatigue
built up during their AVG time.

Although the Army wanted the AVG, Generals Marshall and Arnold were
determined to keep Chennault from gaining command of the Chinese theater. So,
while directing his forces against far larger Japanese forces and winning every
encounter thus far, Chennault was forced to maneuver politically simply to keep his
force intact. Fortunately, Chennault carried political clout with his direct access to
the White House. The President had asked the crusty Louisianan to write him direct-
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ly when necessary, and Chennault took the President up on his offer. As long as
President Roosevelt lived, Chennault had the ultimate in political backing. He final-
ly arranged a compromise. The AVG would merge into the Army Air Forces, effec-
tive July 4, 1942, if he could remain in tactical command of the air forces in China.
Further, he would seek to convince the remaining AVG members to accept the
transfer. He knew his appeal to his men would carry far more weight than Bissell’s
threats.

Swan Song

On April 18, 1942, in a surprise attack against the Japanese home islands, Lt.
Col. James “Jimmy” Doolittle led sixteen North American B-25 medium bombers
from the deck of the USS Hornet. The strategic ramifications of the raid echoed far
into China, even though the raid caused only minor damage and the aircraft did not
survive: fifteen crashed in China and one landed in Russia, with that crew interned.

The Army had not informed Chennault beforehand of the raid on Tokyo, and he
was livid. He believed he could have put into place another warning and recovery
system that would have saved the planes and crews. He also believed the system
would have helped the Chinese avoid the massive retaliation of the Japanese, who
already occupied the coastal areas. After Doolittle’s attack, they pushed far inland to
seize any airfields that could possibly be used for future missions against Japan.
Along the way, they tortured and executed thousands of Chinese citizens for their
efforts in aiding the Doolittle Raiders. Chennault believed to his last day that he
could have prevented most of those casualties had he been brought into the planning
process for the raid. However, Clayton Bissell, who had coordinated Doolittle’s
flight, did not think Chennault needed to know about the raid.

Chennault also rued the loss of the B-25s, which were supposed to form his
bombing force. With just a squadron of such bombers, Chennault believed he could
have thwarted Japanese drives in several areas in the theater. Instead, he had to press
his increasingly tired pilots and P—40s into the dive-bomber role.

By the first of May, Japanese ground forces had completed the conquest of
Burma. Approaching the northern tip of the country, they were in a position to turn
east and invade Southern China or turn west and enter India, both deemed perilous
to the Allies. For the AVG in particular, the continued Japanese advance meant that
‘they once again had to abandon their base under pressure from the enemy, this time
Loiwing on May 1. Unfortunately, many precious supplies were destroyed to keep
them from the Japanese, including twenty-two damaged and under repair P—40s.

The problem was more than the loss of Burma. If the Japanese were able to turn
east and enter China from Burma, the last remaining overland supply route to China
was gone. Sooner, rather than later, the Chinese would run out of the means to wage
war and would have to capitulate to the Japanese. The Japanese forces employed in
defeating China could then turn to other areas, such as Australia or India. If either of
these had occurred, significant Allied resources from other theaters would have
been required to halt the Japanese.
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Primitive maintenance was the rule for the American Volunteer Group.

The only significant geographic obstacle the Japanese faced was the mile-deep
Salween River gorge between China and the tip of northern Burma. Once across the
gorge, Japan’s mobility would have been unlimited. British forces had managed to
blow up the only bridge across the river, but the Japanese brought up pontoon bridg-
ing equipment to replace the destroyed span. Bob Neale, on a reconnaissance mis-
sion, saw thousands of Japanese troops and hundreds of vehicles snaking along the
narrow road that hugged the Burmese side of the gorge. While Japanese Army engi-
neers worked feverishly to throw a bridge across the river, the nearly twenty-mile-
long column was vulnerable to attack, with no place to take cover.

On May 7, 1942, former Navy dive bomber pilots Tex Hill, Tom Jones, Ed
Rector, and Frank Lawlor attacked the Japanese troops gathered in the gorge. They
flew four of the new P—40s, armed with Russian-made 570-pound bombs, while
four older P—40s flew protective cover above them. They destroyed the pontoon.
segments of the bridge and brought down sections of the rock walls, trapping the
Japanese between the river and the rubble. They then strafed the Japanese column,
killing and wounding hundreds of troops and setting many vehicles on fire. Even
the circling cover flight joined the action, adding to the carnage on the ground.

For the next four days, Chennault sent every airplane in China within reach of
the gorge against the Japanese column. AVG P-40s, Chinese Air Force Curtiss
Hawks—biplanes that had one gun and carried a single bomb—and several old
Russian Tupolev SB twin-engine bombers flew mission after mission against the
exposed Japanese. The attacks stopped the Japanese cold. It would take over two
years of hard fighting to dislodge the Japanese from Burma and reopen the Burma
Road, but the Japanese never again threatened either China from the west or India
from the east.

Despite the victory at the Salween River Gorge, Chennault still faced aircraft
flying from Burma, Indochina, and China. The Japanese had moved planes onto
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Blood Chits

The AVG pilots carried a useful item with them when flying over
China. Whether in combat or not, being forced down in the rugged, isolat-
ed countryside offered a downed airman the very real possibility of being
killed as a foreigner. Add in a language barrier, and the odds were stacked
against any unfortunate aviator. The blood chit was an item that helped
save the pilots.

The Flying Tigers carried a silk sheet issued by the Aviation Committee
that carried the Nationalist flag of China and a message in Chinese. The mes-
sage said that this foreigner had come to China to help in the war and that all
soldiers and civilians should save and protect him. Many of the AVG flyers
had the sheet permanently sewn to the backs of their flying jackets so that
they would always have it.

The U.S. military went on to use blood chits in most theaters of World
War II. Written in the languages of each area, they promised a reward to the
person providing safe passage and aid to the downed airman. Chits were
used in succeeding conflicts as well.

Keeping the promise to reward the aid provider is illustrated in a story
from the Korean War. On July 12, 1950, a USAF Boeing B-29 bomber
was shot down while conducting a mission over North Korea. Most of the
crew bailed out and survived, and they were found by a Korean civilian,
Mr. Yu Ho Chun. Discovering a blood chit in the pocket of one of the air-

men, he provided medical aid to
the battered crew. He then put
them on a junk and sailed more
than one hundred miles down
the coast of Korea to take the
men to safety. Two weeks later,
the North Korean army found
Chun, then tortured and killed
him. In 1993, the United States
government paid Yu Song Dan,
Mr. Chun’s son, over one hun-
dred thousand dollars dollars for
the aid and rescue performed by
his father.

Many of the AVG and their
successors in the area used the
chits and came home because of
the simple piece of silk. Today,
original AVG blood chits are
prized collector’s items.




fields in Burma to the west and Indochina to the south; and following the conquests
made after the Doolittle Raid, they set up forward operating fields in China to the
east. In response, Chennault operated the Flying Tigers like a fire brigade. He con-
stantly rotated his minuscule forces to poorly prepared airstrips in each threatened
area. Pilots landed close to the target in the late evening before a raid and refueled
their planes. They spent an uncomfortable night in the cockpit or under the wing,
then set out at first light to hit the enemy before it could attack the AVG.

A strike against Hanoi, more than four hundred miles from Kunming, is a good
example of this phase of operations. On May 12, six Tigers flew to a former Chinese
training field located only one hundred miles from the Gia Lam airbase at Hanoi
and nearly the same distance inside Japanese-occupied territory. They landed after a
dangerous late afternoon flight from Kunming, flying around billowing thunder-
storms and grasping mountain tops. The planes carried fragmentation bombs under
the wings, a high-explosive bomb under the belly, and armor-piercing and incendi-
ary rounds for the machineguns. The pilots refueled their planes and took off again,
hoping to catch the Japanese unaware by attacking near dusk. When they arrived,
they found an unprepared enemy with aircraft lined up neatly alongside the runway,
not ready to defend against the unexpected attack. A Japanese transport alongside
the runway, carrying high ranking officers attending a planning conference, was the
first target to be strafed. It went up in flames and smoke in a satisfying explosion.

The AVG lost one P—40 and its pilot; but, in addition to the transport, they
destroyed ten more Japanese planes, damaged an estimated fifteen, and cratered the
runway. Just as important, they demonstrated to the Japanese that no place was too
far away for the AVG to strike.

This constant shuttling made the AVG’s numbers seem larger than they were.
After the war, the Japanese admitted they thought Chennault had several hundred
fighter planes at his disposal, instead of the several dozen that in fact existed.

End of the AVG

As the Chinese spring turned into summer, the days of the AVG counted down.
Washington and China reached an agreement for the Flying Tigers to be integrated
into the regular Army Air Forces as the 23d Fighter Group. On paper, this looked
like an efficient way for the Army to gain an experienced fighter group capable of
carrying the fight immediately to the enemy. China, on the other hand, received
promises of increased amounts of military aid as well as the open support of the
United States.

The actual transfer, however, was far different. The official date for the AVG’s
assimilation into the AAF was set for July 4, 1942; but by then, most of the men had
decided not to enter the Army. They left China singly and in small groups to make
their way back to the United States. Once home, most rejoined their former military
services, some joined another service, while a few went to work in the rapidly
expanding aviation industry. Chennault’s personal appeal convinced only a handful
of Flying Tigers to join the 23d.




Near the end of June, some brand new second lieutenants arrived to become the
nucleus of the 23d Fighter Group. Fresh out of flight school, these eager, but inex-
perienced, pilots were likely to be easy targets for the experienced Japanese combat
pilots. Another appeal from Chennault resulted in nineteen AVG pilots and thirty-
six ground crewmen staying an extra two weeks to help with the new unit.

On July 4, 1942, Bob Neale led a flight of four P-40s against a group of fight-
ers strafing a field near Hengyang. Attacking the twelve Japanese and facing low,
for the Flying Tigers, odds of only three to one, the AVG flew its last combat mis-
sion, downing six of the enemy, with no losses.

Chennault spent his last day as AVG commander doing paperwork in his office,
now located near the Chinese capital of Chungking. He had moved there a few days
earlier to assume his new role as commander of the China Air Task Force (CATF),
amotley collection of U.S. and Chinese aviation assets. He remained subordinate to
Brigadier General Bissell, who was headquartered in New Delhi, India.

Chiang Kai-Shek and his wife had planned an elaborate barbeque dinner to
honor the American Volunteer Group’s effort. The dinner was held in Chungking,
where most of the remaining AVG crewmen ended up. A torrential downpour
caused most to reconsider attending, and they celebrated with a few beers at the air-
field. Chennault did go, and he listened to Madame Chiang praise the Flying Tigers
for their efforts on behalf of China and her people. As the Chinese had experienced
before the mixture of the AVG and alcohol, they served only nonalcoholic punch at
their soiree. It was over by eleven p.m., and the AVG quietly passed away.

Five pilots agreed to join the AAF and remain in place: Tex Hill, Ed Rector,
Charlie Sawyer, Frank Schiel, and Gil Bright. Hill, the former Navy ensign, became
an Army Air Forces major and the squadron commander for the 75th Fighter
Squadron, leading his green pilots on missions that, except for the different insignia
on the P-40s, were remarkably like those of the AVG

In October 1942, Hill flew as the mission commander for nine P-40s escorting
twelve bombers on a raid against Japanese-occupied Hong Kong. Encountering
twenty-four Japanese fighters, Hill downed one and repeatedly attacked the others.
Following the mission, all of the bombers returned safely.

Hill later received the Distinguished Service Cross for that action, just one
example of the many medals for valor that former Flying Tigers earned as part of
the regular military. Two received the Medal of Honor: Jim Howard, flying the
North American P-51 Mustang in Europe, and Greg Boyington, flying the Chance-
Vought F4U Corsair for the USMC as the leader of VMF-214—the legendary
Black Sheep Squadron. Hill, Howard, and several other AVG pilots went on to end
their careers as general officers.

Chennault continued serving as the air commander in China for nearly three
years. He was head of the CATF until March 10, 1943, then as a major general, he
was in charge of the Fourteenth Air Force. He headed the smallest combat air force
of the war, but always managed to achieve impressive combat results with the tiny
forces at his disposal, as he had while commanding the Flying Tigers.

Chennault’s association with President Roosevelt gave him some protection
from military politics, but following Roosevelt’s death in April 1945, Chennault
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An AVG P-40 over the rugged mountains of northern China.

found himself squeezed out by General Amold. In a letter that month to the overall
China-Burma-India theater air commander, Lt. Gen. Albert Wedemeyer, Arnold
wrote:

General Chennault has been in China for a long period of time
fighting a defensive war with minimum resources. The meager-
ness of supplies and the resulting guerrilla type of warfare must
change to a modern type of striking, offensive air power. I firmly
believe that the quickest and most effective way to change air
warfare in your Theater, employing modem offensive thought,
tactics and techniques, is to change commanders. I would appre-
ciate your concurrence in General Chennault’s early withdrawal
from the China Theater. He should take advantage of the retire-
ment privileges now available to physically disqualified officers
that make their pay not subject to income tax.

On July 8, 1945, Chennault requested retirement, a request quickly granted.

The legacy of the Flying Tigers has grown since those dark days of World War
II, and accounts of Japanese aircraft the AVG destroyed vary greatly. Chennault, in
his memoirs, says 299 Japanese aircraft were destroyed, with 153 more probably
destroyed, while the AVG had 12 P—40s destroyed in combat, with 61 destroyed on
the ground, including the 22 that were burned as the AVG left Loiwing. Daniel
Ford, in Flying Tigers: Claire Chennault and the American Volunteer Group, gives
115 as the number of Japanese aircraft destroyed in aerial combat. However,
bonuses were paid to AVG pilots for destroying aircraft, both in the air and on the
ground, and Ford says that China “evidently paid bonuses for 294 planes.” The

33




AVG lost twenty-three pilots: ten in action, three during enemy attacks on AVG
facilities, and ten in flying accidents, against the unknown hundreds of the enemy
killed in air battles and ground attacks. By any measure, the success of the AVG is
remarkable.

For a time, the Flying Tigers were the only source of positive news for the
Allies during the spectacular successes of the Japanese in late 1941 and early 1942.
They fought the Japanese air forces to a bloody standstill, helped stop at least one
strategic campaign, and tied up enemy resources far in excess of U.S. and Chinese
lives and treasure expended. They had assistance from Britain’s Royal Air Force,
especially during the battles for Rangoon, but the Chinese workers were the real
source of success for the AVG. The Chinese built, by hand, the many airfields used
by the AVG; they operated, at great peril to themselves, a highly efficient early
warning air raid network; they suffered uncountable casualties helping downed
Tigers reach safety; and they endured years of Japanese occupation and atrocities,
buying the time to set up the AVG’s and, later, the U.S. Army’s campaign against the
Japanese.

Time has made the AVG’s memory a collection of black and white photos, an
old movie starring John Wayne, and a collection of books in the library. They were
more than that. They were men and women who volunteered, for various reasons, to
take the fight to an enemy that most Americans knew little about. When the 23d
Fighter Group took on the few remaining Flying Tigers and their decrepit shark-
mouthed P—40s, it also took on the legacy created by its forebears. Most of the
Flying Tigers have now passed away, with time doing what an implacable enemy
could not.

The history of the 23d did not end in World War II. During the War in Southeast
Asia, it again flew combat over the skies of Asia in Republic F-105 Thunderchiefs.
Affectionately know as “Thuds,” these planes carried the brunt of the air war over
North Vietnam for many years. The 23d answered the call to arms again during
Operation Desert Storm. In the Fairchild A—10 Thunderbolt II ground attack jet,
popularly called the “Warthog,” its pilots flew more than twenty-seven hundred
combat sorties and destroyed twenty-five hundred Iraqi military vehicles, including
tanks. Taking on roles never imagined by the Air Force, they used innovative think-
ing that the original Flying Tigers would have appreciated. The 23d’s A-10 pilots
flew combat search and rescue missions, helping to save fellow Allied airmen. They
took on Iraqi surface-to-air missiles in deadly duels where the odds were usually on
the side of the enemy. They flew long-range missions to find and destroy the mili-
tarily impotent, but politically strategic, SCUD missiles of the Iraqi forces.
Appearing deep inside areas the Iraqis considered safe from attack, the technologi-
cal descendants of the P—40s strafed nearly five dozen sites, blowing up fifty-seven
of the missiles.

The A-10s the 23d now flies are adorned with painted shark mouths. The two
letter identifier on the tail of each aircraft is FT, for Flying Tiger, a fitting tribute
from one group of warriors to another.
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