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				To the memory of those young men whose dreams came to an end in China, Burma, and India. 
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				FOREWORD

				As always, on those rare occasions when I have been asked to write a Foreword for a book, particularly a book concerning the life of a man whom I had a great interest in and great respect for, I approach the problem with somewhat a degree of temerity.

				I never had the pleasure of knowing General Chennault personally, although I served in the China-Burma-India Theater and although in my job in the early part of World War II of training young cadets to shoot their weapons at aerial targets and ground targets, I grew to realize that this was the one man in our whole aviation effort who had dedicated any really large degree of interest in the subject of hitting a target by bullets fired from one aircraft at an enemy trying to get away. He had developed what later became known as “the curve of pursuit” [the continually changing angle of deflection a fighter pilot must keep in mind when firing at a moving enemy plane], and although his teachings were not as detailed as we were ultimately able to provide after consultation with the Royal Air Force, he was able to impart enough of this knowledge to the Air Force that he commanded in China to allow them to shoot down many Japanese aircraft. He was, as this fine book will tell you, commander of the Fourteenth Air Force in China, and later he retired in 1945 as a major general and as president of a large airline in China.

				At the outbreak of the war following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, the Asian Theater’s elite fighter squadrons, organized and commanded by Claire Chennault, became known as the Flying Tigers. Their missions were grimly simple: to impede the Japanese advance over the vast area of China and Burma while the global war against the Axis was fought and won elsewhere. But for these men, the real war was right overhead—their American P-40s against the Oscars and Zeros of Japan. They were desperately short of munitions and material and almost constantly short of gasoline and even short of aircraft. But these men continued to fly from very crude front-line airfields over practically unmapped territories, where a parachute jump from a stricken plane would probably end in death. 

				The general was a flying product of World War I, having received his wings in 1918, then having flown in the Mexican Border Patrol, later with the Hawaiian Pursuit Squadron, was an instructor at Brooks Field, and a member of the United States Army Pursuit Development Board. After retiring from the Air Corps and going to China as an advisor to the Chinese Air Force in 1937, his was the professional background one is going to sense throughout this book, the background of a man newly embarked upon a new aerial mission of armed forces without anybody at that time really having a great knowledge of how to go about it.

				I would go back to my first words of this Foreword and point out that it was his fundamental grasp of the theory of “the curve of pursuit” that, in my opinion, enabled him to achieve the successes that he achieved in China, that, plus a driving determination to properly equip his men, feed his men, and take care of them. These latter facts I knew, because I flew a few missions myself of supplies to his bases, and I could tell immediately the great respect that the men had for this commander, a respect that grew in me.

				Claire Lee Chennault was a fascinating man in a fascinating time in history. This book will go a long way toward ensuring him his deserved place in that history.

				

				Barry Goldwater

				United States Senate

				

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PREFACE

				I first encountered the highly controversial Claire Lee Chennault when—as a young second lieutenant navigator/bombardier in the 425th Bomb Squadron of the 308th Bomb Group in Kunming, China, in 1944—I suddenly realized the pitcher on our softball team was the famed head of the “Flying Tigers” himself. Several of my squadron mates—supposedly in the know—said he was part Cherokee Indian. I bought that story at the time because he certainly looked like an Indian chief. Wearing a baseball cap and dressed in a sweat shirt and suntan pants, he didn’t look a bit like a two-star general, nor did he act like one.

				It was not until I returned to the Far East in 1950 to work as a public relations director for Chennault’s civilian airline, Civil Air Transport (CAT), that I got to know the “Old Man” personally. I loved to hunt and fish and so did Chennault. It was only natural that the two of us ended up hunting pheasants and ducks together on the south tip of Taiwan in the 1950s. He was a warm and generous man who never forgot any of his “boys”—as he called those men who had served with him in the American Volunteer Group (AVG), the China Air Task Force (CATF), or the U.S. Fourteenth Air Force in China.

				He was a simple, straightforward man and—if there is such a thing—a pure patriot. He never had any doubt about his role in life. It was to serve his United States as a military man against her enemies. He fought the Japanese with a curious intensity, and when they were defeated, he turned his attention toward the Chinese Communists. While he must have known Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek had faults as a ruler of China, he never abandoned the Nationalist regime on the mainland, and he continued to support it on Taiwan as long as he lived. He had considered Chiang a friend and his military commander since the days when they fought together against overwhelming odds in 1937. Loyalty, to Chennault, was not just a word. It was a way of life.

				There are a number of people to whom I am indebted for help in regard to this book. I owe a special thanks to Professor William Leary of the University of Georgia for turning over to me much declassified material from the CIA about the formation and operation of Civil Air Transport. His research was invaluable.

				To Cindy Bellinger, who laboriously typed and edited this unwieldy manuscript, my everlasting thanks.

				To my old cronies of the Fourteenth Air Force, who reached back into the dim recesses of memory for events long past, my deepest appreciation.

				To my associates of the CAT Association, for patience in putting up with my interminable questions, more thanks.

				To the menbers of the Flying Tiger Association—the AVG—my gratitude for their help in keeping the record, long blurred by time and misinformation, straight.

				Many individual people helped more than they perhaps will ever know and to them my special thanks—Bill Leary, P. Y. Shu, Tex Hill, Sebie Smith, Joe and Lil Rosbert, Louise Willauer Jackson, Lilian Finnerty, Max Chennault, Peggy Chennault, Anna Chennault, and my old CAT associate Malcolm Rosholt.

				In researching this project, I ran up against many differences of opinion. Even Chennault’s age was a matter of controversy. On his tombstone appears the date of his birth and death—the birthday 1893. I found that Chennault himself, in his autobiography and on his personal records, used 1890 as the year of his birth. His widow, Anna, who had the 1893 date put on his tombstone, told me his father changed Chennault’s age so that his son might join the United States Army in World War I.

				I asked the United States Air Force, and this is the official answer I received in 1979:

				

				According to official military sources, research of a military historian, and logic, Claire Chennault was born on September 6, 1890. The Army Registry for 1929, 1937, and 1945 (a random sampling) lists 1890 as the year of his birth. The retired list also indicates Chennault was born in 1890. Additionally, Dupre’s biographies of Air Force leaders indicates that his birth took place in 1890. Furthermore, Mr. James Eastman recently researched Chennault’s papers. According to Mr. Eastman, Chennault’s personal records indicate he was born in 1890.

				Logic would favor the 1890. Chennault joined the Army in 1917 at the age of twenty-seven. He was older than the average recruit and it would not have made sense for him to give 1890 as his birth year (if he wanted to accepted into the Army) if he had, indeed, been born in 1893. Logically, he would not have lied to make himself older.

				Given the official military records . . . and the thrust of logic . . . Claire Chennault was born on September 6, 1890.

				

				Earl H. Tilford, Jr.

				Captain, USAF

				Historian

				

				I am inclined to agree.

				

				Jack Samson

				Santa Fe, New Mexico
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				One

				As the U.S. Dollar Line’s President Garfield knifed into the Pacific swells thirty miles out of San Francisco on the afternoon of May 8, 1937, the dark, stocky man at the rail glanced upward at the flock of hovering sea gulls that had followed the liner since it passed beneath the awesome span of the nearly completed Golden Gate Bridge several hours earlier.

				There was a stiff wind blowing out of the southwest and the man buttoned up the collar of his light jacket and turned, making his way unsteadily to a row of wooden deck chairs lined against the white bulkhead. Unused to the motion of a ship at sea, he felt slightly queasy as the big liner slowly rolled on its way out to sea.

				There was the quick feeling of annoyance as he lowered himself into the chair and slid the folded San Francisco Chronicle from beneath his arm. After all the years of flying, how could he let the roll of a ship bother him?

				He shook out the folds in the newspaper and looked again at the front page. Terrible. What a tragedy. The headlines read: HINDENBURG BURNS IN LAKEHURST CRASH: 21 KNOWN DEAD, 12 MISSING; 64 ESCAPE. He read the subheads in the single column below. “Ship Falls Ablaze—Great dirigible bursts into flames as it is about to land—victims burn to death—some passengers are thrown from the blazing wreckage, others crawl to safety. Sparks from engines or static believed to have ignited the hydrogen gas. . . .”

				He slowly lowered the paper to his lap. God, what a miserable way to die. There had never been any sense in flying lighter-than-air balloons filled with such highly flammable stuff. The Germans had been warned over and over that one day they were going to have a hell of an accident. He reached into a left shirt pocket and slid a package of Camels out through the opening of the jacket. Flipping open the lid of his battered silver lighter, he lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply. The smoke filled his lungs and he grimaced as he expelled it, the sea wind whipping it away as soon as it left his lips. Maybe the voyage would be good for the cough. The damn chronic bronchitis had been with him almost as long as he could remember. It—as much as the deafness—was the reason the Army Air Corps had insisted on the early retirement. Retired. Forty-six years old. Twenty years as a fighter pilot and now—washed up. Now that he was officially out, at least he could look at it clearly—from a distance. It was while he lay in bed all those months in the hospital at Hot Springs, Arkansas, that the defeat had eaten at him. Bitterness can be tasted when a man thinks he wasted his life.

				There were all those years—when he had first gotten the wings and the commission, when he and Nell had first been married and the children had come along—when he had thought he could make a difference. It had seemed possible at first that he could make a name for himself in the Air Corps—especially in the mid-twenties when so much was new about aviation. There had been such promise for a fighter pilot who was good. At the very least, he could have made the permanent rank of colonel. That would have ensured security for the family and a respectable position. But captain—not much to show for twenty years, even if he had, in the last few months, been made temporary major.

				He flipped the cigarette butt out and over the rail and rested his head back against the metal bulkhead. God, what was he doing here—on this strange ship headed out across the Pacific to China of all places? Nell and the kids would be safe and happy at the house in Waterproof, Louisiana, for the three months, but still it was a crazy idea to take the job. Adviser to the Chinese Aeronautical Commission. The pay—a thousand dollars a month—was a fortune. It would come in handy for the farm when he got back, but this was sure not what he had planned. The bass would be spawning in the Tensas River, hungry to hit almost any lure at this time of year. The buds would be green and the fields ready for planting. There would be broods of young waterfowl in the sloughs and bayous and the redwing blackbirds would be making their rusty-gate calls as they swung from the bent cattails along the river.

				He grunted and got to his feet, picking up the newspaper as he did. He walked along the rail for a dozen yards until he came to a heavy metal door and pulled it open. His leather heels thudded against the steps of the metal stairway. Making his way along a dark corridor, he finally came to a stateroom door with the number 12 on it and turned the brass knob. Inside, he tossed the newspaper on the lower bunk and, shrugging out of the light jacket, hung it on a hook behind the door.

				He slid the heavy leather suitcase out from beneath the bunk and opened it in the middle of the faded blue rug. Reaching inside one of the deep side pockets, he dug out a bottle of bourbon and set it carefully on the small wooden desk. He reached up and took a glass from the metal medicine cabinet above the small metal sink and splashed several inches of the amber bourbon into it. Raising the glass to his lips, he drained it with a quick toss of his head. He slid the suitcase back beneath the bunk and sat down at the desk. He flipped on the switch of the desk lamp and unbuckled the straps of a scarred and battered leather briefcase. Opening the flap, he leafed through the contents, then slid a packet of papers onto the desktop.

				It was going to be a long trip—a week to Honolulu and another ten days or so to Shanghai. There would be ample time to work out all the plans. He had purposely not done much paperwork on the train to San Francisco, preferring to save it for the isolation of the sea voyage. 

				He flipped open the new green passport and stared at the print. “I, the undersigned, Secretary of State of the United States of America, hereby request all whom it may concern to permit safely and freely to pass, and in case of need, to give lawful aid and protection to Claire Lee Chennault, a citizen of the United States.”

				Below it added: “Given under my hand and seal of the Department of State at Washington, March 26, 1937.” It was signed by Cordell Hull.

				On the facing page he continued to read: “Description of bearer: height 5 feet 9½ inches, hair black, eyes brown. Distinguishing marks or features: scar on forehead. Place of birth: Commerce, Texas. Date of birth: September 6, 1890. Occupation: farmer.” Following that was his signature. He smiled, thinking of the occupation. Hell of a place for a farmer.

				He folded the passport and slipped it inside the briefcase. He took the pile of papers and began to sort through them. When he found the one he was seeking, he rested his elbow on the desk and frowned as he read. The handwriting across the top of the first page was that of Roy Holbrook, a former Air Corps pilot who had been with him at Brooks Field and who was now a confidential adviser to the Central Trust Company of China.

				“The blank spaces are for your name, Maxwell Field, etc. I have written in some of them. This is the copy of my letter to the Generalissimo.”

				There followed five sheets of paper. Holbrook had filled in the blank spaces with Chennault’s name where it was needed. The letter was really a long recommendation for him to serve as an adviser. Roy had gone to great lengths to outline Chennault’s qualifications and said it just might be possible to convince Major Chennault to resign his commission to the U.S. Army Air Corps if satisfactory arrangements could be made. Chennault and Holbrook had discussed the possibility of his taking the advisory position some time before, so the conditions had been worked out ahead of time. Chennault wanted full control and responsibility for advanced pursuit training and a voice in determining the selection of all armament, accessories, and instruments of all pursuit planes and equipment. He had asked for two old Maxwell Field cronies, W. C. (“Billy”) McDonald and John H. (“Luke”) Williamson, as his assistants. He asked for the organization of an aircraft reporting service for the collection and transmission of information to pursuit and bombardment headquarters and he wanted authority to issue all training manuals, textbooks for students, squadron commanders, tactical units, and pursuit units. In addition, he wanted authority to organize, when the proper time arrived, an advanced school for Chinese senior officers, similar to that of the Army Air Corps.

				If he were granted these provisions, he would then consider a contract with the Chinese government to serve for two years with terms for renewal at the end of that time.

				His salary was to be at the rate of twelve thousand dollars (U.S.) per year and he was to be guaranteed passage to China and back to the States at the completion of his contract. In case of disability or death, one year’s salary was to be paid to his family. In case of death, his body was to be returned to his family.

				This three-month survey trip was being paid for by the Chinese government and, supposedly, if Chennault agreed to serve as an adviser after that, he would take retirement from the U.S. Air Corps. As far as the Chinese knew, Chennault was on leave.

				The letter went on and on and Chennault smiled as he put it down. Good old Roy. Always thinking of a pal. He had no intention of seriously considering a two-year contract. He was sure he could give the Chinese all the advice they needed for the fighter plane division of their Air Force in three months.

				He leaned back on the straight wooden chair and smiled. Well, at least he wouldn’t be alone. Luke Williamson and Billy McDonald, with whom he had been stunt flying for years in the Air Corps, had taken jobs as flying instructors the year before and had been teaching Chinese students to fly at Hangchow, south of Shanghai. McDonald was to meet him at Kobe, Japan, on this trip. Together they were to go on to China.

				He took a swallow of the bourbon, then reached for a cigarette. The three months would not seem long. It would be good to see Luke and Billy again. All he had to do was to get the paperwork done on this ship and the rest would be easy. After all, this was May. Three months from now it would be August and he could start back to Louisiana. The dove season started September 1 and after that the duck season would begin. He smiled, stuffed the papers back into the briefcase, and took a long drag on the cigarette. The big liner shuddered a bit as her bow bit into the long swells of the Pacific.
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				By the third day out, he had got used to the slow roll of the ship and was able to walk around the decks without the stagger that had bothered him the first few days. His years of acrobatics in fighter planes had given him a strong stomach when it came to motion.

				Though the seas were moderate, some of his fellow passengers did not fare as well. There were perhaps a dozen people in cabins near his and not many of them came to meals at first. It was only on the third day that he began to notice a few of them on deck and in the dining room. Several men in Navy uniforms accompanied by their wives were en route to duty at naval bases in Hawaii. 

				He was assigned to table 16 in the dining room and to lifeboat number 4. The significance of the boat assignment did not dawn on him until the captain called a boat drill at 3:30 p.m. on the third day. He felt a bit foolish donning the bulky life preserver and sitting in the boat with other passengers but was enough of a military man to appreciate the need for readiness.

				For years, as an Army Air Corps officer, he had played cards. There had been long hours of waiting to take off and the time had been passed by playing poker, bridge, cribbage, or keno. He and Nell had got into the habit of playing bridge at the officers’ clubs over the years and he loved the game. By the fourth day of the cruise he had met some of the Navy personnel and played bridge with Lieutenant and Mrs. Sanchez and another officer named Shantz.

				Always athletic, Chennault yearned for some form of vigorous exercise on the ship but had to settle for brisk deck walks. Shuffleboard did not interest him much. Ever since he was a small boy in the woods and bayous of Louisiana he had been a dynamo of activity. Along the Tensas River he had fished for bass and catfish, trapped raccoons and muskrats, hunted squirrels with a single-shot .22 rifle, and stalked waterfowl with a shotgun. As he grew older he hunted deer in the thick cover of the river bottom and was never happier than when on his own. Blessed with a hard, compact body and fine reflexes, he was good at all sports. In school he excelled at baseball and later became a coach. After graduating from Louisiana State Normal School in 1907 he taught in a rural school in Gilbert, close to Waterproof.

				The weather grew worse as the ship approached Hawaii and on May 13 he slept late. Getting up about noon, he made his regular rounds of the deck, dressed in a pair of corduroy trousers, tennis shoes, a sweat shirt, and a cap. Stopping off at the radio room, he scanned a bulletin board in the hallway on which was posted the news of the day on typewritten sheets. On this Thursday, the media were mostly concerned with the coronation of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth of England. The ceremony in Westminster Abbey had caught the attention of most of the world. A big CIO labor strike had shut down two plants of the Jones & Laughlin Steel Corporation in Pittsburgh, idling twenty-seven thousand workers. John L. Lewis had begun his drive to organize the nation’s steelworkers into one big union. On another sheet of paper was a story about the Spanish rebels beating back an attack by Loyalists on the city of Toledo, while insurgent planes dropped more than a hundred bombs into the suburbs of Bilbao. Chennault shook his head as he read. The plane was coming into its own as a weapon of war.

				On the last day before arriving in Hawaii, it rained continuously and the seas were up. He was invited to the captain’s dinner that night and enjoyed meeting Navy Commander and Mrs. Knox and Lieutenant Commander and Mrs. O’Connell. There were mechanical horse-race games and he won two dollars. There was dancing to the ship’s orchestra, but, as he wrote in his diary later that night, “Tried to dance in the evening, but ship rolled too much.” He had never kept a diary before, but the thought of all he might encounter on this trip had led him to purchase a small pocket notebook in which he jotted down a few details each day.

				The stay in Honolulu was uneventful. It was good to revisit the scene of his earlier days as commanding officer of the 19th Fighter Squadron at Luke Field in late 1923, and he had a chance to visit with some old cronies. Hume Peabody came down to the boat and they had a drink at the Young Hotel. The ship left for Japan at 6:00 a.m. in a driving rain squall.

				Knowing he had at least ten days ahead before the ship reached Kobe, he decided to submit to the Chinese a tentative outline of pursuit tactics based on his twenty years of experience in the Air Corps. He had no idea what sort of an air force the Chinese had—except for the sketchy information given him by Holbrook, McDonald, and Williamson—but he figured anything he submitted to them about fighter plane tactics would be new to them.

				He dug out his dog-eared copy of The Role of Defensive Pursuit, which he had written in 1933 while a tactical air instructor at Maxwell Field, Alabama. It had been finished and turned over to his superiors in 1934, but nothing much had ever come of it. The brass at that time—as later—were convinced the future of air warfare lay with the heavy bomber. It was the fashion of the time to be a disciple of General Giulio Douhet, the Italian military theorist. His writings on the need for saturation bombing by heavy bombers—Probable Aspects of Future War, Master of the Air, and The War of 19 . .—had been translated into French and published in one volume by the journal Les Aigles under the title La Guerre de l’air, which, in time, was translated into English under the title The Command of the Air. The volume was taken so seriously in Europe that Douhet’s strategy had been followed to the letter by the Italians in their air maneuvers in 1931 and 1932 and by the British in the same years. The French had revised their military aviation completely. As a result, nobody was interested in reading about fighter plane tactics by an obscure captain—especially when they pertained to defense against heavy bombers.

				In brief, what Douhet advocated was the accumulation of huge concentrations of heavy bombers with considerable range and a great bomb-load capacity. These planes were to be arranged on a number of airfields so that, when hostilities began, they could be sent out in columns. The columns would be aimed at strategic targets and wave after wave of bombers would move down those columns. Douhet theorized that ground weapons would not be geared to a defense against wave after wave of bombers any more than would defensive pursuit aircraft. Both the ground defense and the defensive pursuit would soon be exhausted and unable to offer further resistance to the bombers. It was assumed that after three or four days of this constant bombardment the people of the besieged nation would sue for peace at any cost. Apparently European military experts had decided that bombers, once in the air, could not be stopped.

				For years, Chennault had been saying this was nonsense. His superiors had grown tired of hearing him claim that fighter aircraft would play as important a part in future wars as the bomber. His years of experience in teaching fighter tactics and flying fighters convinced him of two things: fighter aircraft must fly and fight as a team, and the biggest problem was the lack of an intelligence network. He knew that, without a continuous stream of accurate information as to where high-speed bombers were, attempts at fighter interception would be useless.

				He had experimented with fighters in pairs, in trios, and in elements of four planes. His research into World War I fighter battles had taught him the old military formula that the difference between the firepower of two opposing forces—all other factors being equal—is not the difference in number of fire units but the square of the difference of the number of fire units. That meant a two-plane team of fighter planes attacking a target represented not odds of two to one in its favor, but of four to one. He decided the two-plane team was the most easily maneuvered and could concentrate the most firepower on a bomber or enemy fighter plane and at the same time offer the most protection to each attacking pilot. 

				The old dogfight concept of World War I—in which each fighter peeled off and began a one-on-one battle—was still being taught in some Air Corps schools. When Chennault was a student at tactical school in 1931, his instructor, Clayton Bissell, a World War I ace, was still teaching the old Western Front tactics of the dawn patrol and the dogfight.

				Chennault, participating in air maneuvers in the 1930s, was so convinced of the fallacy of this teaching that he became a thorn in the side of high-echelon brass. After writing an eight-page rebuttal to the conclusions reached by a lieutenant colonel, commenting on the reasons for fighter failure to intercept bombers during a 1931 maneuver, Chennault’s school received a letter. “Who is this damned fellow Chennault?” wrote General Henry H. (“Hap”) Arnold, who was later to be commanding general of the Army Air Corps in World War II.

				Chennault never succeeded in convincing the upper echelon of the Air Corps of the wisdom of his theories. As late as October 1941, Arnold told a class of West Point cadets, “Frankly, fighters have been allowed to drift in the doldrums.”

				Now, aboard the President Garfield in the spring of 1937, Chennault returned to writing. At least he could attempt to sell his theories on fighter plane warfare to the Chinese, who would soon have a need for them, the way the Japanese occupation of Chinese territory was progressing.

				He knew what to advise the Chinese on pursuit flying. He knew what sort of warning net was needed to give advanced signals of the approach of enemy bombers, but he had no real knowledge of the size or readiness of the Chinese Air Force.

				While at Maxwell Field, he had organized an acrobatic team called “Three men on a Flying Trapeze.” His wing mates had been two sergeant pilots—Billy McDonald and Luke Williamson. Flying the high-wing Boeing P-12E fighter plane, they were recognized as the best stunt team in Air Corps circles. At the Pan-American Air Maneuvers in Miami in 1936 some visiting Chinese aviation experts saw them perform. One of the visitors was Mow Pan-tzu, a Moscow-trained pilot who later commanded the Chinese Air Force under the name Peter Mow. The Chinese were impressed with the Americans’ flying and later offered them contracts to come to China to teach.

				Both McDonald and Williamson accepted and, after resigning from the Air Corps, sailed to China from British Columbia aboard the Canadian Pacific liner Empress of Russia on July 11, 1936. With them went a number of ground crew personnel—among them Sterling Tatum, Rolfe Watson, John Holland, and Sebie Biggs Smith, an instrument specialist. Chennault, uncertain of his status in the Air Corps at the time, had declined the offer. But in the next year, as his health deteriorated and Army doctors grounded him, he began to think seriously about taking up an offer to become an adviser. Luke and Billy had kept him informed of the situation at the training school—the Central Aviation School at Shien Chiao, an old air base a few miles east of the city of Hangchow. Their information, in addition to that of Roy Holbrook, who had gone over in 1935 to join retired Colonel Jack Jouett, had given him a rough idea of the situation. Jouett had done a credible job of setting up the training school at Shien Chiao, modeling it on United States training schools. By the time his contract ran out in 1935, he had taught several hundred Chinese pilots. His Chinese counterpart at the school was Peter Mow.

				Chennault had an idea that the entire Chinese Air Force did not number more than several hundred aircraft—both bombers and fighters—but he could not be sure. There was no official estimate of military air strength. So he had to assume, from his recommendations to the Generalissimo, that there were at least that many or more. Now, as the liner bore toward Japan, he began his tentative proposal for a modern fighter plane air force for the Chinese.
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				It was Thursday, May 27, when the liner pulled into the harbor of Kobe under darkness and it was 10:00 p.m. before it docked. There was little reason to go ashore at that time of night, so he watched the activity of the docks from the railing for an hour, then turned in. The weather had been humid and rainy all the way from Hawaii. The monsoon season was just beginning and veteran travelers on the ship told him the wet weather would last right up through September.

				In the morning, Chennault went ashore and drove up to Kyoto with Lieutenant Commander and Mrs. Ralph. He was awed by the size of the shrines and temples at Nara, founded as Japan’s first true capital in 710. The small group walked about in the warm May sunshine and visited Horyuji, Japan’s oldest temple and the site of the world’s oldest wooden structures. The Great Buddha at Todaiji seemed to dwarf everything around it and Chennault stood quietly for a long time, looking at the serene face of the huge statue. Towering pines lined the gravel walks and he was fascinated by the tame deer that meandered everywhere. Kyoto was a much larger city than he had imagined. His image of Japan had been of a rural land with farmers in conical hats tending rice paddies. The busy streets of the beautiful city that had been the imperial capital for nearly eleven hundred years almost seemed out of place. He was also surprised to see so many Japanese men dressed in black business suits. He had thought they would all be wearing kimonos. A number of the older men and all the women did wear kimonos, forming a sea of color on the crowded sidewalks. There were bicycles, pedicabs, and automobiles everywhere. Never had he seen streets so heavy with humanity. Schoolchildren trooped by in navy blue—the boys in uniforms with visored caps and the girls, walking apart from the boys, in dark blue dresses.

				They drove back to Kobe in the rented car and he went aboard ship to shower and change before meeting Billy McDonald. He had worn a white linen suit bought years ago in Hawaii for wear off the base, but the heat and humidity had cause it to wilt considerably during the day, so he dressed in a fresh pair of slacks and a clean white shirt after the cool shower.

				It was good to see Billy again. His smiling face and stocky build stood out on the dock among the Japanese. He arrived at the ship at five-thirty and they had a drink on board before deciding to see the sights of Kobe. Billy said he was traveling with a passport that listed his occupation as the assistant manager of a troop of acrobats. Chennault almost choked on his bourbon. McDonald reminded him that the occupation “farmer” on his own passport wasn’t much better. He said that as an instructor for the Chinese Air Force he would never have been able to get a visa at the Japanese consulate in Shanghai, so he had to think of something.

				They left the ship and walked down the crowded streets of the harbor city. Chennault was amazed at the tiny stores packed tight along each side street that joined the main thoroughfare. There were a number of other foreigners interspersed with the hundreds of thousands of Japanese on the streets. Wineshops and small sushi bars were everywhere, as were small restaurants with white rice paper serving as panes in the wooden squares of latticework. Most of the establishments had flat, polished stones set in the floors. Everything was spotlessly clean. They went into a small dark restaurant that had an inner courtyard just off the dining area. They took off their shoes and sat on the tatami-covered floor with their legs folded beneath a black lacquer table. Chennault had his first taste of saki and found it bland: he had thought it would taste like some sort of whiskey. They ate sashimi, a raw fish that Chennault found delicious. It tasted more like raw beef than fish and was seasoned with green horseradish and soy sauce. Both ordered Japanese beer and found it quite good, although it was served warm.

				After dinner they walked the streets, looking into small shops and larger stores. Chennault bought a set of black lacquer bowls for Nell and two tiny porcelain dolls dressed in kimonos for his daughters Peggy Sue and Rosemary. The six boys would have to do without gifts. Boys didn’t need them anyway.

				Chennault had been taking photographs of everything he had seen so far in Japan. No police stopped him and no one seemed to care, though the Japanese police were notorious for interrogating strangers in those days. Perhaps the officials simply assumed both were harmless tourists.

				Returning to the ship, the two men had a nightcap in Chennault’s stateroom and Billy left for his own room shortly after midnight. The ship sailed at 2:00 a.m. while they were both asleep.

				The following day was a wonder of sights. The ship made its way through the Inland Sea, passing innumerable islands in the mist and skirting the shores of both Honshu to the west and Shikoku to the east. There were fishing boats everywhere. Near Hiroshima Bay the sun came out and they were able to see the great red wooden tori of the Itsukushima Shrine, dating from 593 and dedicated to the three goddesses of the sea. Shimmering bright red in the distance, it rose out of the tidal waters of the bay. Looking at tiny villages perched on points of land, both men agreed that it would not take much to burn down most of the cities of Japan with incendiary bombs because the majority of buildings were constructed of pine and rice paper.

				By 8:00 p.m. the ship passed by Shimonoseki at the western end of the Inland Sea and nosed into the East China Sea.

				The two friends played Ping-Pong and deck tennis in the morning, but the waves began to build up later in the day as their liner sailed into the Yellow Sea. By evening the ship was rolling considerably and they went to bed early.

				The next day the President Garfield nosed up to the docks of one of the most cosmopolitan cities in the world—Shanghai. Chennault was intrigued by the busy docks and fascinated by the thousands of rickshaws and the throngs of people. There were naval vessels anchored in the river—British, American, French, and Japanese. Tall buildings lined the Whangpoo River and a smoky haze hung over the huge city. At the end of the day, he wrote in his diary: “At last I am in China, where hope to be of service to a people who are struggling to attain national unity and a new life.” He could scarcely have guessed how much service he would be called upon to give.

				There was quite a reunion at the dock. No sooner had Chennault and McDonald walked down the gangplank than they were greeted by Luke Williamson, the third member of the old “Men on the Flying Trapeze” acrobat team.

				Sterling Tatum, another pilot Chennault had recommended, and Colonel Eddie Yen of the Chinese Air Force were also at the dock. The welcoming committee whisked the two off to the Metropole Hotel, a meeting place for foreigners, and proceeded to celebrate. The party went on well into the night.

				The following morning, slightly hung over, Chennault was taken by the Chinese on a sightseeing tour. In typical Chinese fashion, Colonel Yen, his brother-in-law, and his sister drove him around the city and then out to Hungjao Airfield, where they visited the home of General Yow. The whole party took their guest to the famous Sun Ya Restaurant for dinner.

				The partying went on the following day, Wednesday, and Chennault wound up the day at the Park Hotel, where he met a number of American businessmen and learned at first hand how discouraging business conditions in China were for foreigners. Having performed admirably as a host for several days, Colonel Yen departed for the capital city of Nanking, leaving Chennault in the capable hands of McDonald and Williamson.

				On Thursday he was granted an interview with Madame Chiang Kai-shek—a meeting that was to change his life. Roy Holbrook, who had been delayed getting down from Nanking to greet Chennault, arrived and called the hotel to announce that he was coming over to pick him up. 

				They drove to the high-walled French concession of the Old City and Roy knocked on a massive gate. A guard let them in and a servant ushered them both into a dim, cool interior room to wait. It was suffocatingly hot and humid outside and the wait in the cool room was pleasant. As they talked, a youngish girl in a light print dress swept into the room. Thinking she was a friend of Roy’s, Chennault remained seated. He was shocked and embarrassed when Holbrook said, “Madame Chiang, may I present Colonel Chennault.” 

				As he recalled later: “It was the Generalissimo’s wife, looking twenty years younger than I had expected and speaking English in a rich Southern drawl. This was an encounter from which I never recovered. To this day I remain completely captivated.”

				That night he wrote in his diary: “Granted interview by Her Excellency, Madame Chiang Kai-shek, who will hereafter be ‘The Princess’ to me.”

				Mayling Soong had been educated—along with her two sisters—in the United States, her sisters at Wesleyan College for Women in Macon, Georgia, and Mayling at Wellesley College in Wellesley, Massachusetts. Her father, Charles Jones Soong, a former Southern Methodist Episcopal missionary and later a successful Bible manufacturer and salesman in Shanghai, had wanted his daughters to be educated abroad. He had been educated at Trinity Methodist College in Durham, North Carolina, and at Vanderbilt University in Nashville, Tennessee. Mayling spoke English like any other Southern girl. She lived in Georgia from the age of nine until she went to Wellesley and had years to grow up with her American classmates—mostly all Southerners. And like most Southern women, she considered Southern men, and especially military officers, “gentlemen.”

				She and Chennault struck up an immediate and lifelong friendship. While attracted by her femininity, Chennault was nevertheless impressed by her directness and grasp of military matters. She had recently shouldered tremendous responsibilities as head of the Chinese Air Force and she wanted professional advice. They talked for several hours and he told her as much as he could about his ideas for a modern fighting air force. She asked him to put his ideas in the form of a report and he promised to have it for her in three months. They discussed his role as an adviser and she promised to make that job official if he would send a letter to the Senior Secretary of the Aeronautical Commission, outlining his duties.

				She suggested that the first item on his agenda be a survey of the Chinese Air Force facilities. She would want to know everything about the Air Force’s status and capabilities. She asked that he begin at Nanking. He was given the use of two BT-13 trainer planes and asked to pick his own survey team. He picked Billy McDonald to fly the other plane and chose Sebie Smith as expert mechanic. The other member of the team was Po Yen Shu, a major in the Chinese Army who was assigned to Chennault as a personal interpreter.

				“P. Y.,” as he was to be called by everyone who knew him, was a civilian aviation enthusiast who had been assigned to help Colonel Jack Jouett with the translation of Chinese textbooks. He had attended the University of Michigan and was a native of Changsha. He was to remain with Chennault throughout his nine-year stay in China and was to remain a close friend for the rest of his life. A small, smiling man with a black mustache, P. Y. was never at ease in an aircraft—though he was forced to fly in them most of his life. He had a tendency to airsickness and, unfortunately for him, flew over China for years with Chennault in small planes. Dressed in flying overalls and wearing a bulky parachute, P. Y. always looked like an unhappy urchin when he climbed down from a plane.

				The following day Chennault took care of some details before starting on the inspection tour. He opened an account at the Chase Bank, took the first of his cholera and typhoid shots from Dr. W. T. Gardiner at 17 Canton Street, wrote a letter to Nell and the children, and later that afternoon was invited for a drink with W. H. Donald at his flat in the Broadway Apartments.

				He was fascinated with this ruddy, sandy-haired Australian newspaperman who was reputed to be a power behind the Generalissimo. He had been in China for years and had served as an adviser to a number of warlords. He had moved over into the Gimo’s camp after spending some time with the Young Marshal, Chang Hsüeh-liang, the Manchurian warlord. Donald had gained the confidence of the Young Marshal after getting him off drugs and seeing to it that he was restored to power. He knew everything and everyone in the inner circle of Chinese power and politics. He was convinced China needed an air force and was thoroughly in favor of Chennault’s plans to build one. He was a close confidant of Madame Chiang and served as go-between in many negotiations for her, although he spoke not one word of Chinese. Another one of those strange foreigners who was fascinated by China, Donald had never developed a liking for Chinese food and made no attempt to learn the language. But he was to aid Chennault over and over again in the months and years to follow, and Chennault once again said that if it had not been for Donald’s help and encouragement he might have quit and sailed home any number of times. By the time he left Donald’s flat, he was beginning to have a severe reaction to the shots. He needed to get back to his hotel and rest.

				On Tuesday, June 8, Chennault and Holbrook flew up to Nanking to meet with the Aeronautical Commission. Along with five Chinese generals, there was an Italian adviser, General Scaroni, in attendance. The talk was very general and Chennault came away with the feeling that nobody was very sure about the organization of the Air Force.

				The following day he conferred with Colonel Chow—head of the Medical Section—and that afternoon visited Nanking Air Base, which had been laid out in 1928–29, shortly after Chiang Kai-shek decided upon Nanking as the capital of China. The runway had been lengthened by Colonel Jouett in 1933 but it was still dirt and, like most Chinese airfields, unusable in wet weather. Jouett had established the beginnings of an air force by 1934, but the American government was only able to support him to a limited extent. When Chiang’s government asked Jouett to help bomb some rebels holed up in several towns in Fukien Province, the colonel had to refuse. Though his was an unofficial mission, he still needed permission from the American government for such actions and the government denied it. General Peter Mow, commander of the Chinese Air Force, went anyway and blasted holes in the thick earthen walls of the towns so that the infantry could get through. Chiang, not stupid about military matters, immediately saw what aircraft were capable of doing.

				The American refusal to become involved in China’s internal affairs coincided with an Italian push to gain a hand in China’s young military aviation program and they moved in quickly as advisers. Dr. H. H. Kung, the Finance Minister, had been in Italy about that time on one of his innumerable missions to raise foreign capital and had been wined and dined by Mussolini. In exchange for some financial aid to help refinance the Italian Air Force, Il Duce offered to send some of his Italian “advisers” to China. The advisers soon grew to a force of more than fifty military pilots headed by the Italian general whom Chennault had met the day before. As a result, the Chinese Air Force, he was to discover, was a confused mess of training techniques and odd equipment.

				The Chinese cadets were flying a mixture of Italian BR-3s, Boeing P-26s, and Curtiss Hawks brought out by Colonel Jouett. These Curtiss biplanes were powered with 715-h.p. Cyclone radial-cooled engines. Each had twelve cylinders and was armed with two .30-caliber machine guns—one in each lower wing. They had been purchased from the United States at a cost of $12,000—minus the engines. For primary training planes the cadets had been flying the Consolidated Fleet trainer with a 125-h.p. Kinner engine. About a hundred and twenty of these had been purchased from the States in 1933. For bombers, the Chinese had a combination of Russian, Italian, and American planes.

				But the real trouble with the Italians lay in their training—or the lack of it. Their basic flight training was poor and they taught only a few of the rudimentary lessons of flying. As a result, the pilots who graduated—and nearly all the students graduated—were unable to do much more than land and take off. Face—always a problem in the Orient—played a big part in it. At the Italian flying school in Loyang, all the cadets who took the course were graduated as flying officers. Chinese aviation cadets were carefully chosen from the upper strata of Chinese life and it would have been a great loss of face to the families if the cadets had been washed out. The American system in China was the same as it was in the States: cadets who were not suited were weeded out in training and only the best graduated. The Italian system suited the Central Government because Chiang Kai-shek did not have to make excuses to wealthy families when a student did not meet the standards. The trouble was that cadets who graduated from the Italian school were not qualified to fly either fighters or bombers and were a menace to themselves and others.

				Nanking was filled with Italian officers walking the streets in full-dress uniforms. General Scaroni roared through the streets in an open touring car, wearing a uniform covered with medals and dripping with gold braid. The Chinese liked the pomp and circumstance, but the Chinese Air Force was being shortchanged because of the Italians’ sale of inferior equipment. Also an Italian assembly plant at Nanchang turned out a Fiat fighter that proved to be a firetrap in combat, and the outmoded Savoia bomber assembled there was so old it had to be used as transport rather than as a bomber. Also the Italians insisted that no plane turned over to the Chinese Air Force was ever to be removed from the official rolls. It could crash or be damaged but it remained on inventory forever. As a result, when war broke out with Japan in July, the Chinese Air Force officially consisted of five hundred planes. In truth, only ninety-one were fit to fly in combat.

				This was the situation Chennault found after a week of inspection. He was not only disgusted but despondent. “I am appalled by situation here and would go home if I did not want to serve China,” he wrote in his diary. “The Air Force is terribly unprepared for war. I’ll do what I can to aid them.”

				Chennault was inspecting flying cadets at the Italian school at Loyang when word of the Japanese attack at the Marco Polo Bridge near Peking on July 7 reached him. It was to prove the beginning of China’s war with Japan. Chennault immediately cabled Chiang Kai-shek that he was offering his services in any capacity to the Central Government.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Two

				While Chennault’s background and training made him ideally suited for a combat role in China, he was totally inexperienced in politics. He had no great knowledge of geography and was no student of history. Born in Texas and raised in rural and small-town Louisiana, his early career had been in teaching. He was a simple, straightforward man who attacked problems directly. His friends knew him as generous and warm, totally honest, and stubborn to a fault when he thought he was right. He was loyal to friends and expected loyalty in return. He was fearless in a fight and, in truth, liked a good battle—whether personal or professional. He was highly literate and very expressive, both vocally and with the written word. He was a “loner” and resented pressure from superiors he thought either ill equipped or ill informed.

				He understood the military and tactical problems China faced in her conflict with Japan and thought he knew what to do to solve them. But in the intricate maze of Chinese politics, particularly those of the Central Government of Chiang Kai-shek in 1937, he was a babe in the woods. He had been exposed to the relatively simple politics of the U.S. Army Air Corps in his twenty years as an officer. But that had just been a matter of survival. Any man can learn the politics of military survival within a rigid system. What he faced in China was utterly baffling to him. If it had not been for the briefing and advice of W. H. Donald, it is doubtful he would have survived the test. In the days after the outbreak of the war with Japan, Donald took him aside and explained the facts of Chinese political life as it pertained to the world of 1937, Shanghai, Nanking, and the existing power structure.

				He began with the republic founded by Dr. Sun Yat-sen. He explained how Chiang had come to power and where he had come from. He went into detail about the family of Charlie Soong: his son T.V. and his three daughters, Ai-ling, Ching-ling, and Mayling. He told Chennault where T. V. Soong’s money came from and also how the fortune of Dr. H. H. Kung, the present Finance Minister, had begun in a string of pawnshops in Shensi Province. He described the marriages of Ching-ling to the then aging Sun Yat-sen; of Ai-ling to the extremely wealthy “Daddy” Kung; and of the youngest daughter, Mayling, to Chiang Kai-shek. He dwelled upon the various warlords and which ones would most likely be faithful to the Central Government. He spoke briefly about the kidnapping of Chiang by the Young Marshal, Chang Hsüeh-liang; Chiang’s later release; and the Young Marshal’s political exile.

				In summing up, he said, “The Generalissimo is power-hungry and can be very brutal when it is necessary. But he is a true patriot. He would do anything for China and especially to win the war against Japan. Communicate with him as a military man—just as you are. Always be honest with him and you will do fine. Madame, for all her femininity, is as hard as steel. She is politically ambitious and as power-hungry as the Generalissimo. But there again,” he added, “winning the war is everything to her. Deal only with the Generalissimo and Madame. The rest will all take orders from them.” It was excellent advice and Chennault followed it throughout his entire stay in China.

				His first test of dealing with the Generalissimo—or the “Gimo,” as Donald called him—came a few days later. He and Peter Mow, commanding general of the fledgling five-year-old Chinese Air Force, were summoned to the resort of Kuling for a conference. It was necessary for visitors to be carried in sedan chairs by coolies several hours up a mountain to the Chiangs’ summer hideaway. The Gimo received the two men on the screened porch of his bungalow. Madame Chiang was with him. Wasting no time, Chiang began to speak rapidly in Chinese to Mow. Madame translated. Mow, sweating profusely, stood at rigid attention. It seemed the Generalissimo wanted to know how many first-line aircraft the Air Force had ready for combat, Records of the Aeronautical Commission showed a total of five hundred combat-ready planes.

				“Ninety-one, Your Excellency,” said Mow.

				Chiang turned beet red and began to stride up and down the veranda, spitting curses as he walked. Madame stopped translating.

				“The Generalissimo has threatened to execute General Mow,” she finally whispered to Chennault.

				The Generalissimo eventually stopped pacing and turned to Chennault. “What does your survey show?” he asked in Chinese with Madame translating.

				“General Mow’s figures are correct,” Chennault said quietly.

				The Generalissimo stared at him.

				“Go on,” Madame urged. “Tell him what you have found out.”

				Chennault began to talk, telling the Gimo what he had discovered on his recent inspection trip. He spoke of the damage the Italians had done and the poor shape of the Air Force. He spoke of the need for pilot training based on the American system and what types of planes were needed to fight the Japanese. He talked of the need for a ground warning net and new airstrips. He never took his eyes from those of the Generalissimo. When he had finished, the Gimo stood looking at him, then nodded slowly and left the porch to enter the small house. Madame also nodded and smiled.

				“Thank you,” she said. “That was well done.”

				General Mow was spared the execution and Madame gained the power she needed to oppose and revamp the Aeronautical Commission. Chennault earned the respect of Chiang—a respect he never lost during his many years of close association with the ruler.

				Chiang came down from his summer palace a few days later and delivered a speech that was more conciliatory than his followers would have welcomed. He knew he was not ready for all-out war with Japan and perhaps never would be, but he knew he had to stall for time. Perhaps he could encourage foreign intervention. At the very least, he could hope to buy arms and perhaps mercenary troops to help out. The people were enraged at Japan’s actions. Nanking was a beehive of demonstrations. Buildings and buses were being painted gray. Chiang’s lukewarm speech was bringing its hoped-for results. Leaders were flocking to the capital to see him. Each day newspapers called for war and students demonstrated in favor of a strong stand.

				Chiang knew he had no navy to compare with the mighty Japanese imperial fleet. His armies were ill equipped, except for a crack force of eighty thousand German-trained soldiers who had kept warlords from any open break with Chiang for years. They had been trained by officers in the German Mission in Nanking under the command of General Ludwig von Falkenhausen. But Chiang knew even that powerful force would only hold the many divisions of Japanese infantry, artillery, and tanks for a short time. One by one the leaders came to see him with their pledges of personal troops. Many of these warlords had been bitterly opposed to Chiang’s battles with the Communists, but they were united in their hatred of the Japanese. It was the only time in modern history that the various factions of China stood united.
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				Chennault had finally got his contract ideas together and mailed them to the Aeronautical Commission. Before posting it, on July 26, he read it over one more time.

				

				Subject: Terms of contract between the Aeronautical Commission and Col. C. L. Chennault.

				To: The Senior Secretary, Commission on Aeronautical Affairs.

				1. Upon returning here from Nanking, I had a conference with Mr. Holbrook with regard to the terms of my contract with the Aeronautical Commission. He informs me that he forwarded the terms agreed upon before my departure from the United States to you by letter dated May 27, 1937, copy of which he furnished to me. These terms were accepted by me and approved by Madame Chiang Kai-shek and Dr. Kung.

				2. The only features of the contract which are not definitely stated are included in paragraph 6 of Mr. Holbrook’s letter: “Other features of contract satisfactory to both parties which are included in contract with American Aviation Advisers.” While I am not acquainted with the features referred to in above quotation, I would like to have the following additional terms definitely included in the contract:

				a. Salary to be paid by the rate of U.S. $1,000.00 per month, exclusive of all taxes or deductions. Monthly payments to be made on the first day of each month following the last day of the month during which salary is unpaid. Payments to be deposited in the Chase Bank, Shanghai, to the credit of the account of C. L. Chennault. Salary to begin on the date of sailing from the United States and to terminate on date of departure from China. In this case, the date of sailing was May 8, 1937, via President Garfield from San Francisco, and receipt of first month’s salary, U.S. $1,000.00, and travel expenses, U.S. $600.00, is acknowledged.

				b. The Chinese government shall provide an airplane of the type specified by Col. Chennault for the purpose of making flights on official business, flights for demonstration and instructional purposes, and flights for the maintenance of flying proficiency. This airplane shall be serviced and maintained by the Chinese government without cost to the party of the first part, and he shall not be held liable for its damage or loss while being employed for the purposes named.

				c. The party of the first part shall be entitled to the travel allowances authorized for foreign aviation advisers when required to travel from his usual place of duty by official orders or instructions. This provision shall apply from date of arrival in China to date of departure from China, travel allowance from U.S. to China and from China to U.S. having been agreed upon in paragraph _ of this contract.

				d. This contract shall be subject to cancellation by either party upon ninety days written notice. In case of cancellation by either party, the party of the first part shall be paid in full to the last day of the notice period and shall then be paid the travel allowance agreed upon in paragraph _ of this contract. (Allowance for return to the U.S. from China.)

				NOTE. The provision exempting my salary from income tax or other deductions is included because I accepted the salary offered, U.S. $1,000.00 per month, as the minimum net offer which I could consider. This agreement was reached before the passage of the Income Tax law and the payment of the tax will result in a considerable reduction from the net terms agreed upon. If payment of the tax cannot be waived, my salary should be increased by an amount equal to the tax.

				3. After considering the matter, I have come to the conclusion that this contract should be drawn and signed immediately so that there can be no possibility of a misunderstanding by either party. If cancellation is desired by either party at the end of the period agreed upon for making my survey of military aviation in China, it can be obtained by exercising the cancellation option. It is requested that you have the contract drawn, submitted to the Aeronautical Commission for approval, and forwarded to me for signature without delay.

				4. My address until further notice is: Central Aviation School, Hangchow.

				Thank you and the members of the Aviation Commission for the courtesies extended to me during my recent visit. I am

				Most sincerely,

				C. L. Chennault

				Colonel, Aviation

				

				He knew Madame Chiang would approve of it, as she had already made it clear he could have all he asked for in the contract, but he wanted it on paper. He was too new to China to trust anything to the spoken word. Besides, he needed something concrete to refer to in case of any tax claims on his salary by the United States Government. Roy had been a big help to him in writing up the terms of the contract, but Roy had left for home aboard the Scharnhorst in late June. His wife Mary wanted no part of a war.

				By August 6 the Gimo had indicated there would be war. Chiang’s German-trained troops were fighting the Japanese near Peking in the north and the small Air Force was ordered to move up from Nanchang to the town of Kaifeng on the Yellow River—the only natural barrier between Peking and Nanking. Chennault had planned to move there himself but was diverted on August 10 to Shanghai by Madame to warn foreign nationals to evacuate Shanghai and take precautions concerning their people. He found every foreign embassy and legation—except the Swedes—completely unconcerned about the fighting to the north. He went over to the China National Aviation Corporation—the government-owned civilian airline—to see if any of the pilots were interested in volunteering for military service. H. N. Bixby, the manager, and Ernie Allison, the chief pilot, who had once been an instructor of Chennault’s, gave him permission to recruit pilots from CNAC in case of war but laughed at his fears.

				But the Chinese knew. Mobs of Chinese were storming the foreign concessions—seeking shelter in case of a Japanese attack. Chennault took a train for Nanking that night, but the train was commandeered by the military. All passengers were taken off and the train turned and headed for Shanghai, loaded with Chinese troops. Several trains were stopped and taken over before Chennault was able to get back to Nanking.

				The next day the Japanese struck Shanghai. The first shells landed in the huge city and civilians began to die by the thousands. It was Friday the thirteenth.

				On Saturday Madame Chiang asked Chennault what he could do. The Air Force planes had flown back from Kaifeng to help guard Nanking. Chennault knew the shelling was coming from Japanese warships anchored in the Whangpoo River. They were providing supporting fire for advancing Japanese infantry. Madame had asked her Chinese Air Force officers for plans, but none of them knew how to organize a combat mission. Chennault—with twenty years of U.S. Army Air Corps tactical training—was in the right spot at the right time.

				He decided to send his Curtiss Hawks as dive bombers against Japanese light cruisers and the Northrop light bombers against the Japanese naval headquarters aboard the heavy cruiser Idzumo—all anchored in the Whangpoo.

				As he stood looking at a situation map of the city and the riverfront, he thought of his poorly trained young air crews. None of them had seen combat. A few had been trained by Colonel Jouett, but most of them had been trained by the Italians. They were all eager to fight, but they were so totally unprepared. It was one thing to go into battle as a trained, seasoned fighter pilot. It was a different story when one had to send youngsters to die. It was only the first of many times he would be forced to do that.

				[image: ][image: ]

				August 14 in Shanghai was later remembered as “Bloody Saturday.” The inexperienced pilots Chennault sent to bomb Japanese shipping in the Whangpoo River caused complete havoc instead. Pilots flying the Northrop 2E bombers had been carefully trained to bomb at an altitude of 7,500 feet and at a fixed airspeed. They were not experienced enough to realize that changes in both altitude and airspeed would drastically change the impact point of their bombs.

				It was a hot, humid, and overcast August day and the overcast made it difficult for the pilots to see the city well. The Idzumo—their intended target—was anchored in the river off the Japanese Sector of the International Settlement on the eastern edge of the vast city.

				The International Settlement also included the French Sector to the southwest, the British Sector to the west, and the small Italian Sector on the northwest edge. The U.S. Marine Sector was in the west-central part—below the Chinese community of Chapei, which was a municipality but not officially part of the International Settlement. In the center was Shanghai proper, where the United States and British troops were stationed and which bordered the river. To the south was the Old City and south of that the suburb of Nantao. Besides the Idzumo, there were other Japanese light cruisers in the river and such foreign naval vessels as the British cruiser Cumberland and the American cruiser Augusta.

				The bombers came in over the city from the northwest, hoping to avoid ground antiaircraft fire from the Japanese Sector and from the naval vessels in the river. But because of the overcast the pilots decided to drop lower and make a dive-bombing attack. Releasing their bombs while in a glide, they struck far short of their intended targets. The bombs hit just off the customs jetty and struck the Cathay Hotel and the roof of the Palace Hotel, both at the corner of Nanking Road and the Bund. Those killed were mostly refugees trying to escape into the International Settlement. Estimates were that about a hundred and fifty people were killed by the first bombs. The smoke, debris, and flames from those bombs set off a panic in the crowded streets. The bombs had been 1,100-pound general-purpose ones and the damage was considerable. A few other bombs had shattered glass aboard the Augusta, but the Idzumo was not touched.

				Chennault—flying a Hawk 75 monoplane fighter that had been purchased for him by the Madame—came down the river from Nanking to watch the raids. He was delayed by rain squalls upriver and arrived late. He could see heavy smoke climbing into the leaden sky above the Bund area but could see no signs of damage to the Idzumo. As he put the fighter into a steep bank over the city, he saw a large naval vessel under way downriver. It was churning up a considerable wake in the muddy water and throwing up a dense smoke screen. Needing a better look at it, he dove through the smoke and pulled out just over the decks. Through the gray he saw the Union Jack painted on her afterdeck and the winking of countless bursts of gunfire from her many turrets. Pulling the Hawk into a vertical climb, he got out of range quickly, but not before he had taken a number of hits through his fuselage and wings. He could see no other planes in the air and assumed they had gone back to the base. God, he thought as he leveled off over the city, this is sure to cause an international incident.

				Later in the day another Chinese bomber flew over the city at an altitude of 5,000 feet and dropped two bombs on a traffic circle at Avenue Edward VII and Race Course Road. They too were large demolition bombs and killed three thousand people in and around the most heavily congested intersection in Shanghai. By this time, Chennault was back at the field in Nanking—sick at the results of the raids. The Chinese fighters, on the other hand, had not done badly.

				The Japanese Navy had at least three aircraft carriers operating off Chungming Island in the mouth of the Yangtze River. They were the Kaga, the Soryo, and the Ruyjo. They were equipped with Nakajima A2Ms and A4N biplane fighters, as well as Yokosuka B4Ys and Aichi D1A bombers. They had just arrived from Sasebo and were intent upon avenging the attack on the Idzumo. Their bombers could not reach Hankow, Changsha, or Nanchang—where most of the Chinese Air Force planes were based—but they could reach Shanghai, Nanking, and the Central Aviation School at Shien Chiao, south of Shanghai near Hangchow.

				That night at Nanking, Chennault wrote in his diary: “Aerial attacks very poor. V Group, led by Ding, almost sunk British cruiser Cumberland, which had no business up Yangtze River. II Group dropped two more bombs on International Settlement. Honkew set on fire though. IV Group shot down a number of Jap bombers near Hangchow. Japs lost twelve ships on raid.”

				The next day the Japanese attacked Nanking for the first time. Chennault had moved in with Royal Leonard at the Metropolitan Hotel. Leonard, who had been a student of Chennault’s at Kelly Field early in 1923, had left the Air Corps and had gone on to make a name for himself in commercial aviation. A handsome, dark-haired pilot who had flown almost everything flyable over the years, Leonard had come to China in 1935 at the invitation of an old Kelly Field classmate, Julius Barr, then the personal pilot for the Young Marshal, Chang Hsüeh-liang. After arriving in China, Leonard accepted the job of personal pilot to Chiang Kai-shek and had been flying the Generalissimo all over China. He had been reunited with Chennault a few weeks earlier and their room at the Metropolitan Hotel quickly became the general headquarters for all the American pilots and the Chinese Air Force officers. Leonard had been flying the Gimo about in a Boeing 247 that was kept at Nanking and he remained on standby at all times. On any night in their room one could find Billy McDonald, Luke Williamson, Sebie Smith, Sterling Tatum, and Julius Barr, besides a number of CNAC pilots staying the night in Nanking.

				The morning following the raids on Shanghai, a group of pilots and mechanics were outside the hotel in Nanking when the attack began. Sebie Smith later recalled the attack.

				“It was one of those summer days—hot, soggy, low ceiling—and all of a sudden it seemed like all hell had turned loose. The Japanese formation slipped down from out of the clouds, slipped underneath, while all the machine guns, with tracer bullets firing and all the antiaircraft from all around Nanking were firing at them, and everything was bursting in the sky. And bombs started falling on the airport. The thunder from exploding bombs and all the antiaircraft shells and the light from all this fireworks was really an impressive deal. I saw Chennault run—for the first time—to a dugout. I had a motion picture camera and I was behind, running and trying to make a picture of him. All other times it seemed Chennault would just dare anything to happen to him.”

				Chennault was to live through many an air raid in the years to come, but he remembered his first vividly. It was so new to everyone. Nanking was a large city, filled with hundreds of thousands of people. The downtown section was modern, for China, and the sprawling suburbs spread for miles on the outskirts. There had been preparations for an air raid, as there had been in most cities along the eastern seaboard of China in those first days of the war, but nobody really expected the Japanese to bomb.

				Chennault, crouched in the slit trench near the Metropolitan Hotel, watched in awe as the drama unfolded before him. Everywhere air raid alarms were being sounded. Sirens blew all over the city and gongs echoed from every direction. Hundreds of automobile horns were being blown and thousands of voices shouted that the enemy planes were approaching. The panic was contagious. Pigeons flew from the rooftops, dogs ran barking in all directions, chickens flapped and screeched beneath the feet of madly running people. Horses, mules, pigs, burros, and cattle stampeded. Rickshaws careened down the narrow streets, their owners apparently trying to find someplace to hide them. Old women and young girls carrying babies ran on bound feet, trying to find shelter in dugouts and trenches. On each face was an expression of deep concentration.

				Overhead there was the steady drone of Chinese pursuit aircraft high above the clouds—waiting for enemy bombers. Mixed with the sound of fighter planes was the deeper roar of the bomber engines as Japanese planes, in tight formation, came across the airfield and dropped their loads. There was the steady pop, pop, pop of machine-gun fire from the bombers, the blast of antiaircraft fire from the big guns all around the city, and the high, thunderous reports of antiaircraft shells bursting in the air near the enemy planes. The explosion of bombs as they hit came as a surprise to Chennault. He had not realized they would sound so deafening, nor had he expected the sudden impact that expelled air from the lungs and pushed at the chest cavity.

				He saw a plane suddenly peel off from the formation near the airfield, twisting slowly as it fell and trailing a long black tail of smoke. Where the bombs hit he could see columns of fire, black smoke, and debris rise into the air as if in a slow-motion movie.

				A parachute appeared from the low-hanging clouds and the pilot drifted slowly to earth. It was impossible to tell from a distance whether it was a Japanese or Chinese pilot.

				Gradually the din subsided as the enemy bombers circled and climbed into the overcast. Silence settled over the landscape; only the baying of a lone donkey out in the rice paddies, the barking of dogs, and the grunting of a pig nearby could be heard. Slowly the people crept out of holes, trenches, and from doorways. They looked numb from the noise and concussion. At first they stared at one another, then a few laughed nervously. Soon all were chattering and waving arms as they told one another what had happened—as if each one did not know.

				Chennault climbed out of the trench and shook the dirt from his clothing. He looked at the others getting to their feet near him and slapping the mud and dust from themselves. He reached for the package of Camels in his shirt pocket and carefully lit one with his silver lighter. His hands were shaking. He inhaled and slowly blew the smoke from his lungs. So this was war.
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				The Japanese—now that their undeclared war was heating up—shifted into high gear and began to bomb in earnest. Their bombers, based on the island of Formosa, could and did reach Nanking, Changsha, and Hangchow regularly. The bombers that flew from Formosa were the heavy twin-engined Mitsubishi Ki.21s. With the landing of the Shanghai Expeditionary Army at the mouth of the Whangpoo River on August 23, the Japanese Imperial Naval Air Force began to attack Chinese bases from its three carriers on a regular basis.

				The Chinese fought back as well as they could with the limited air strength at their disposal. In spite of the odds against them—both in numbers and in the types of aircraft—Chinese fighter pilots gave a good account of themselves as long as they lived.

				The Japanese, at first, attacked with bombers only. The Chinese fighters—diving from above as Jouett and Chennault had taught them—knocked a number of them out of the skies until the enemy caught on. While the Chinese were flying outmoded Curtiss Hawk IIs and IIIs, and Boeing P-26s, the Japanese soon began sending bombers escorted by the latest Navy carrier fighters, Nakajima type 90 and the Mitsubishi A5M2 with open cockpits, far superior to the Chinese planes.

				Chennault threw himself into the defense of the Chinese airfields as well as the cities. He organized a ground warning net of telephones in the Shanghai–Hangkow–Nanking triangle, based upon his old Maxwell Field plan. He, Billy McDonald, and Luke Williamson picked the best Chinese fighter pilots to learn special tactics against intruding bombers. One fighter was to dive from above, another would climb from below, while the third plane would wait in reserve to make the final attack. In three successive days of attacking Nanking without fighter escort, the Japanese lost fifty-four bombers before it dawned on them that flying unescorted bombers was suicidal—a fact Chennault had known for years.

				As the planes of Nippon began bombing at night, Chennault started to teach his fighter pilots the complicated techniques he had laboriously perfected in the many hours of flying fighters against the old Keystone bombers over Alabama while Coast Artillery searchlights probed the skies. Searchlights were arranged in a grid pattern so that their lights could pick up an intruding bomber as it approached the target from some distance out. Then the plane, or formation of planes, would be passed from one searchlight to another, always keeping it in the lights. It was impossible for a pilot to see anything by looking downward into the brightness of the searchlight. He was unable to determine whether or not he was bombing correctly and he couldn’t see attacking fighter planes from below. Chennault taught his Chinese pilots to dive for maximum airspeed quite a distance from the attacking bomber formation, then to come screaming up out of the searchlight in a vertical climb—blasting away at the vulnerable underbelly of the bomber as they closed in.

				The third night the Japanese tried night-bombing Nanking, the Chinese pilots shot down seven out of thirteen Japanese bombers. They never tried night bombing again over Nanking.

				In addition to the help Chennault and his Americans were giving them, the Chinese were being assisted by the Russians. Stalin had entered into an agreement with the Chinese in early 1937 to supply planes and instructor pilots in exchange for metals and other commodities. While these pilots were officially listed as “instructors” to the outside world, the Russian squadrons were Red Air Force units commanded by their own officers, complete with ground crews and Russian supplies. There is no official record of how many Russian pilots flew against the Japanese in those years, but the Russians gave China a $20-million credit, about four hundred combat planes in addition to the Russian squadrons, and antiaircraft artillery. The aircraft were trucked from Soviet railheads across Central Asia and unloaded and assembled at Lanchow in southern Kansu Province. The planes were two kinds of fighter aircraft—the single-seater open-cockpit biplane Polikarpov E-15 and the two-seater low-wing monoplane Polikarpov E-16—and a number of Tupolev SB-2 twin-engine bombers. All in all, in the period from 1937 to 1939, the Russians probably sent as many as a hundred and twenty combat planes and as many pilots to help the Chinese in their war against Japan. Stalin wanted China to keep the Japanese from becoming too interested in Siberia. The Russians were excellent pilots and fearless in combat. Chennault was interested in their operations and commented on their behavior more than once in his diaries.

				They were a rowdy bunch when off duty, but when on duty they hardly ever went more than twenty feet from their aircraft—some spending almost the entire tour sitting in the cramped cockpits of their stubby fighter planes. In the air they were more than a match for the Japanese and in battles around Nanking shot down any number of Japanese fighters in dogfights. Chennault commented in his diaries that it seemed ironic that Japan tended to ignore the fact that Red Air Force squadrons fighting them in China were in violation of diplomatic relations. On the other hand, he wrote, the aid the Americans were giving the Chinese was a constant cause of diplomatic protests to the Chinese and United States embassies. The American consul general in Shanghai, Clarence Gauss, was constantly threatening Americans with deportation for aiding the Chinese.

				Chennault wrote that the Russian pilots seemed to be older than the Americans who were teaching the Chinese. He said they could combine twelve-hour alerts and strenuous air battles with all-night carousing in a way he had never seen before—and he had been around pilots all his professional life. The Chinese students loved the E-16, with which they were able to loop and get on the tail of a Japanese fighter. It was the only fighter of its day in China that could do that. The Russians kept to themselves in their own quarters and in separate compounds, but there were never any incidents between the Americans and the Soviets, since they were all fighting toward the same end. Chennault worked with them on many bombing missions and found them easy to get along with.

				In addition to the Soviets, there were a number of other foreigners in China who wanted to help out against the Japanese. Some were American pilots, and others who wanted to fly were an assortment of Frenchmen, Germans, and Dutchmen. While long on enthusiasm, most were short on flying time and combat experience. As the Chinese pilots were rapidly being killed by the better-equipped Japanese fighter pilots, both the Generalissimo and Madame turned to foreign volunteers. Chiang asked Chennault to take charge of the foreigners and try to whip them into some sort of an effective fighting force. The biggest problem, Chennault later wrote, was in getting bomber pilots and long-range planes that could hit Japanese supply depots and vital bridges in China.

				William D. Pawley, an aircraft salesman for the Curtiss-Wright Company, had come to China in 1932 to help the government build a repair facility at the Central Aviation School at Shien Chiao. He had expanded into all sorts of commercial enterprises by the time Chennault met him in 1937 and at that time had managed to bring in some Vultee II attack bombers for the Chinese government. They were slow but had a range of more than two thousand miles and were just what Chennault needed.

				As a start, he borrowed Julius Barr and Royal Leonard from the CNAC and the Generalissimo to help recruit pilots, and with the help of Billy McDonald, Sebie Smith, and armament specialist Rolfe Watson, he set out to try to organize a bombing force. Luke Williamson—at the urging of this wife—had decided to return to the States and had left by ship in late summer.

				There were a few good pilots in what was called the 14th Volunteer Bombardment Squadron or the 14th International Volunteer Squadron, but not many. One American, Jim Allison, had flown against the Germans and Italians in Spain. Elwyn H. Gibbon had been trained in the States and had taken a discharge from the Army Air Corps, and another American, George Weigle, was what Chennault called “an enthusiastic graduate of a cow-pasture flying school.” Vincent Schmidt, a New Yorker, had flown in World War I and in Spain. Another American, Dudley Long, was assigned to the squadron as a mechanic. Two others—Tommy Allen and Herbert Walker—were made gunners on the bombers. The Chinese officers—pilots and bombardiers—were not enamored of the idea of following foreigners into combat. Loss of face again. But the enlisted gunners had no such qualms and did not mind at all. It was better than being in the infantry.

				Training of the squadron began inauspiciously. One of the French pilots—on his first attempt to fly—stalled out while attempting to land and was killed. Sebie Smith described the accident:

				“He came in with full flaps down, landing gear down, the carburetor heat on, and the prop in high pitch. He almost fell on me trying to go around and, after overshooting the field, he stalled out, winged over the edge of the field, and spun in.”

				Chinese consulates around the world had been quietly attempting to recruit foreign volunteers for the squadron and—much to Chennault’s annoyance—a steady stream of unqualified pilots trickled into Nanking. Both Barr and Leonard had managed to recruit a few good pilots from the United States and Manila, but most were totally unfit.

				Chennault made Schmidt a squadron commander. Both Jim and Allison and another American, Lyman Woelpel, had been commercial pilots in Seattle and were qualified to fly the bombers. So were Elwyn Gibbon and George Weigle, but that was about all.

				Whatever usefulness the volunteer squadron might have attained in the air was offset by the behavior of its members on the ground. The group was moved from Nanking to Hankow early on and most of the pilots spent their off-duty time in the bars and whorehouses along “Dump Street”—the red-light district. The place was a nest of Japanese agents and the enemy often knew more about the bombing missions to be run than did the Chinese.

				Malcolm Rosholt, in his excellent book Flight in the China Air Space, says the pilots were paid a thousand a month, but that was in Chinese dollars, which at the time amounted to about three hundred in American money.

				Stories about the volunteer squadron must have filtered back to the States, and the State Department probably received some stiff protests from the Japanese. Secretary of State Cordell Hull was interviewed on the subject and remarked that such activity was against United States law and said the penalty for enlistment in foreign armies for pilots would be a fine of two thousand dollars and up to three years in prison, plus loss of citizenship. The American pilots in China, however, paid little attention to such warnings.

				Chennault was never very impressed with the potential of the 14th Volunteer Bombardment Squadron, although he did what he could—at the orders of the Gimo—to make it an effective force. To an old military man, the majority of the pilots were civilians without much military training. Their behavior off duty did not amuse him, although he was certainly no prude. He simply believed in sticking by the rules when working. The squadron flew a number of missions—all in China—and did hit some bridges and railroad yards. But they were more of a token force than any real threat to the Japanese.

				The final straw came when Chennault organized a raid against troop depots at Tsinan in Shantung Province. The Vultee bombers were gassed up the afternoon before to save time for an early predawn takeoff. The pilots must have talked about the coming raid along Dump Street that day because the Japanese came in low at sundown and blasted the lined-up bombers to bits. As Chennault wrote: “What was left of the Chinese bombing force vanished in five seconds of flame and dust. With it went the jobs of the International Squadron pilots.”

				As the summer passed into fall, Chennault realized that his three-month contract had already expired. So wrapped up had he been in the bitter fighting that he had hardly thought of home, although he had continued to write to Nell. He was already discouraged by the terrible losses to his young Chinese pilots. Facing far superior numbers and better planes, they fought bravely but died by the hundreds. Many refused to bail out of crippled planes because they felt to do so would be to lose face. The air battles over Nanking decimated the pilots trained by Colonel Jouett and by Chennault’s people. What was left was a handful of seasoned veterans, who became aces, and the rest were youthful cadets just out of flying school.

				It became obvious—because of the constant air raids and the rapidly approaching Japanese divisions—that Nanking would have to be evacuated soon. The Central Government planned to move to Chungking, far up the Yangtze River above the Gorges, where the Japanese Navy could not penetrate. The Air Force would then pull out and move to Hankow, several hundred miles upriver, and try to hold out there. It would give the bombers and fighters a distant base from which they could hit the approaching Japanese for as long as possible.

				Chennault was sitting at his desk in his room at the Metropolitan Hotel, writing a letter home, when Royal Leonard came in. He tossed a copy of the South China Morning Post on his bunk and slid into a chair. He had returned that night from Hong Kong.

				“Might want to read that.” He waved at the newspaper. “The U.S. finally got around to calling the Japs what they are.”

				Chennault got up and retrieved the paper from the bunk. He spread it out on the desktop. It was the October 8, 1937, issue. The headline read: U.S. CONDEMNS JAPAN AS INVADER OF CHINA: DROPS NEUTRALITY POLICY TO BACK LEAGUE; GENEVA CALLS MEETING OF 9-POWER NATIONS. 

				He read the story slowly. “About time,” he grunted. Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson had urged a joint move by the United States and Britain to stop supplying war goods to Japan. The Japanese Foreign Office had called an emergency meeting in Tokyo to discuss the condemnation. He put the paper down. “Looks like they finally realized what’s going on out here,” he said.

				Royal got up and moved to his wall locker, where he kept his liquor. “Calls for a drink.” He smiled as he brought the bottle to the desk. He poured some whiskey into two glasses and filled them with water from a glass pitcher. “To the geniuses who finally realized there is a war on.”

				Chennault grinned back and they both drank.

				“Royal,” Chennault said, returning his glass to the table, “what are you going to do about this business over here? You going to stay?”

				The dark-haired pilot took another sip from his glass and looked at Chennault. “Why? You thinking of going home?”

				Chennault sat in the chair and lifted his legs to the desk. “Hell,” he said, “I don’t know. I’d like to go home—on one hand. I’ve got a wife and eight kids. I’d kinda like to get back to my farm in Louisiana and do a little hunting this fall. On the other hand”—he took a slow sip—“there is so much to do here. I’d feel as though I was quitting if I let these people down after all the work we’ve put into training and all. My contract ran out a couple of months ago and I haven’t done anything about it. What did you do about yours?”

				Leonard smiled. “I’ll tell you,” he said. “The day after the raid on the Idzumo—when the Chinese planes dropped the bombs on Shanghai?”

				Chennault nodded.

				“Madame called me up and asked me to come over to their place. When I got there she asked me one thing: ‘Will you stick with us through the war?’ I said yes. We shook hands and that was the end of that. We never even talked about extending my contract and I’ve been getting paid regularly every month.”

				Chennault shook his head. “I guess that’s what I’m doing,” he said. “I’m still getting paid each month.”

				“You will be,” Leonard said. “That’s the way things work out here.”

				They were both silent for a moment. Then Chennault turned to the other pilot. “Thanks. Guess I’ll stay awhile.” He reached for the letter he had been writing and slowly tore it up.
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