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 	Introduction

 

 	Designed strictly as a bomber escort, the P-38 took on and accomplished all the orders later assigned to it. Pursuit, fighter, bomber, and ground attack were all within its powers. 

 	The records and the heroism are everywhere in the text. 

 	Not only are the P-38’s technical details described but on a first hand basis the reader meets with the men who made this aircraft great, from top aces Dick Bong and Tommy McGuire to pilots who became aces on their first mission. 

 	Though ultimately its record would establish it as a great combat aircraft, initially the P-38’s record with pilots, especially in the European Theater of Operations, was poor. 

 	Pilot resistance to the plane’s faults, both real and imagined, caused Lockheed to send their great test pilot Tony LeVier to tour the English airfields. He answered the hard life-and-death questions the combat pilots had and, backing up his words with deeds, put on demonstration flights that were akin to a violin virtuoso’s performance on a Stradivarius. But LeVier’s work would have been for naught had there not been incidents like the one Lt. Hurbert B. Hatch experienced. While on a mission over Germany, he looked up to see FW 190s coming down from the sky around him like rain drops driven by a cloudburst. 



 	A pilot brand new to combat, he shot his way out of the storm of enemy fighters, downing five to become an ace in one mission. 

 	Eventually the P-38 would be phased out of the European theater. In the Pacific Theater of Operations, however, the Lightning stayed very active. One of the greatest tests of its capabilities took place in mid-April of 1943 when Allied intelligence discovered that Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto was going to visit Kahili on the coast of Bougainville. A P-38 intercept was planned. Its time of arrival had to be absolutely perfect and after a complex 435 mile wave-top approach that avoided all Japanese observers the Lightnings were there. Eighteen P-38s were assigned to “get Yamamoto" and that is exactly what happened. 

 	Great adventure, bravery, and a triumphant American fighting plane, that was the P-38 at war. I won’t even mention the two best stories in the book. Yes, there are two amazing ones and they are true, however no sign posts. 

 	The reader deserves to find both of these on his own. 

 	David Ballantine

 	 New York

 	2001

 

 





CHAPTER 1

 	TWILIGHT ZONE



 	WE STOOD IN A group beneath the four heavy machine guns and cannon clustered wickedly in the nose of the big fighter. To each side of the gleaming waxed surface shone a spinner and silvery propeller blades. From nose to tail the airplane glistened with the beauty only repeated hand waxing can impart to a winged machine. Colonel Revis Sirmon of the Confederate Air Force climbed into the cockpit. He strapped in, went through the checklist, looked out for the hand signal the props were clear. Sirmon hit the starter for the left engine. 

 	Never did a husky Allison turn over smoother or faster, never did one of those big engines purr more softly, a deep-throated growling rumble that astonished everyone with its low beat. Then the other set of blades whirled in the bright sun, the second engine rumbled with the same authoritative manner, and the machine was alive, dipping ever so gently on the nose strut as the power tried to ease her forward. There was an air of disbelief about it all. You had the feeling of standing somewhere in the Twilight Zone, the years stripped away like pages of a book turned back-ward, because this was the summer of 1968 and that beautiful winged creature trembling with restrained power was a twin-engine fighter of a war, an era of flight, long past. 

 	In the midst of history, we stood on the flight line of the Confederate Air Force. The sun weighed on the concrete of Rebel Field with a heavy hand. Harlingen, Texas lies at the very bottom of the United States, and it is the heat of Mexico and Texas, turning shirts and hair wet with perspiration. The big fighter before us rumbled with power, and I took the moment to scan the flight line. Beyond the Lightning waiting for flight, still parked near the edge of the runway, was the big Flying Fortress I had just landed after an hour of touch-and-go landings. And that, without power-boosted controls, guarantees a flight suit soaked from head to foot. 

 	To the left of the B-17G, lined in a row before the main hangar, wing to wing, stood a Consolidated B-24J Liberator, the four-engined counterpart of the Fortress from the days of World War II. Its immediate companion was a true rarity, perhaps the only one of its kind still flying in the world, the Martin B-26 Marauder, the twin-engined medium bomber once infamous as “Martin’s Miscarriage,” or the “Incredible Prostitute” (the wings in the early models were so short the airplane had no visible means of support, cried its pilots). There was a Douglas A-26 Invader, the flat-bellied medium bomber transformed by the magic of postwar designation shuffling into the B-26; the change marked the loss from Air Force inventory of the Marauder, and the A-26 took up its new number. Further along the row of historical holdouts was a Beech C-45 Expeditor, the famed ship known world over as the D-18, or simply the Twin Beech. There was a venerable Gooney Bird, the Douglas C-47 Skytrain, courtesy of the original DC-3. Further down the line stood an ugly intruder, a Fairchild C-119 Packet with huge engines and booms. With the Packet there was a Boeing B-47E Stratojet and a Northrop F-89 Scorpion. These, however, were of the postwar breed and were more tolerated than appreciated by the pilots and ground crews of the Confederate Air Force fiercely loyal to the winged machines of the Second World War. 



 	Behind us and to our right spread an air buff’s wildest dream come true. Another Lockheed Lightning, this one a P-38H model rather than the husky P-38L ticking over before flight. Parked neatly in their slots could be seen a group of fighters fairly reeking with history—but every one of them in top flying condition. A Curtis P-40F Warhawk in dazzling blood-red hue from nose to tail. A huge, deep-bellied Republic P-47D Thunderbolt, one of six being resurrected at the time. Two sleek North American P-51D

 	Mustangs. A rare Bell P-63 Kingcobra, gleaming white, showing the flag of the Confederate Air Force. An even rarer North American P-82 Twin Mustang, the special breed of two P-51s fastened into a single twin-engine brute; this was the only one in the world still flying. A Spitfire Mark XIV commanded, as it must and always does, special attention and respect. Three Messerschmitt Me-109G fighters—the Gustav model that had been in service with the Spanish Air Force. There were still more—three Grummans, for example. An F4F-4 Wildcat, then the F6F Hellcat, and an F8F-3 Bearcat. We looked at a Good-year FG-1 Corsair, manufactured under license as an almost-duplicate of the original Chance Vought F4U inverted-gull wing fighter. Still more wings of yesteryear: a Fairchild PT-19 and a Vultee BT-13, the ear-pounding Vibrator of basic training days. There were several North American T-6 Texans on the line, as well as a strange hybrid, an AT-6 (known today simply as T-6) modified with a single cockpit and some clever fuselage and wing work to resemble the Mitsubishi Zero fighter. There were all these and there would be more to come. To one side of the hangar, battered and seedy, was the only flying Douglas A-20G Havoc in the world; it was marked for complete restoration. The North American B-25J Mitchell was in the hangar getting new tail feathers. Plans were under way to bring in a huge Boeing B-29 Superfortress. The machinery was already working to obtain a Douglas SBD Dauntless, a Grumman TBF Avenger; somewhere there was a Douglas B-23 Dragon, a breed of limited production quantity. We had our eyes on a Heinkel He-111 and a Junkers Ju-87 Stuka, and perhaps even a Ju-88. There were more, but then the sound of power growing throatily turned our heads and we stood back as Revis Sirmon nudged the beautiful Lightning forward and around in a wide turn to taxi to the end of the active runway. Few Lightnings—of the P-38L or any other model—have ever commanded the respect of the fighter restored by Revis Sirmon and the Paul Fournet Air Service of Louisiana. It wears gleaming camouflage, it carries its four heavy guns and single cannon in the nose, and painted on the sides of the engine nacelles, immediately behind and beneath the spinners, was its name, Scatter-brain Kid. The name has special meaning to Revis Sirmon, perhaps as much as the Lockheed Lightning itself. The man behind the controls of the big fighter taxiing to the active was doing more than fulfilling his personal dream of owning and flying his own Lightning. Revis Sirmon had been flying the P-38 for a long time. Long enough to go back to World War II when Sirmon was a young fighter pilot taking the Lightning on combat missions deep into Europe. 

 	History caught up in a swift rush with itself as Sirmon turned onto the runway. For a moment the big fighter hesitated, nose wheel pointing straight down the long concrete strip. In the cockpit Revis Sirmon went swiftly through his final checks. Moments after his left hand advanced the twin throttles every eye on the field turned to watch. The Lightning demands and commands attention at such moments, and it was no different now. The expected thunder did not materialize as Sirmon released the brakes and the machine edged forward. No shattering roar, no racketing cry one expects and hears from the Thunderbolt or the Mustang. 

 	The sound was, well, smooth, powerful, muted . . . It refuted the reality of two great piston engines. It swelled and fell easily and smoothly over the field, building in volume but never crashing down and outward. Sirmon took her off quickly, easily. No more than ten feet high he held her there, accelerating quickly as the gear came up. For a moment the big fighter rocked her wings as first one main gear and then the other tucked away, passing through a brief imbalance. Then she was clean, and the same surprising view was shared by all. Studied from her side, the bigness of the Lightning fades away. The airplane becomes startlingly clean in this view, sleek, everything where it belongs, a bullet shape where there is none expected. The deep moan rose to a demanding cry as the Lightning picked up speed. Still Sirmon held her down. He was perhaps halfway down the long concrete ribbon when suddenly the Lightning burst into new life. The right wing lifted as the nose came up and the big P-38 in an astonishing display of power showed her twin-boomed plane form as Sirmon took her almost straight up, rolling gently as he did so. In moments, the quiet of the engines still unreal, the Lightning was beyond 2,000 feet, rolling out and down from the zoom climb from takeoff, her direction reversed, grabbing quickly for speed. We watched, waiting for what must come next. Sirmon took her to the other end of the field, the right wing lifted, went through the vertical and she came down and around, beyond the vertical, dropping like a stone. With a booming moan of power the Lightning whipped past us at something better than 400 miles per hour, streaking along the runway, and then bidding her pilot, using her speed, disappeared in a swooping lunge for the sky that took her thousands of feet above us before Revis Sirmon rolled her out. 

 	The Twilight Zone . . . 

 	Well before this moment on the flight line of Rebel Field I had decided that a book, the book, on the P-38 must be written. Not simply a collection of combat reports of pilots interspersed liberally with technical details. This sort of book, often replete with photographs, is a valuable addition to any air combat library, for each such publication invariably makes its own special contribution to historical lore. 

 	But it lacks something, and that something is the machine itself, the winged machine of flight, the combat machine, the soul, if you will of the airplane itself. 

 	A book on the P-38 posed particularly thorny problems, especially if it were to be more than simply a compilation of details and the assembled quotes from pilot and combat reports. All too easy to do this, and all too inadequate. With some experience in writing air combat history behind me I could appreciate particularly the problems at hand. When, with Jiro Horikoshi and Masatake Okumiya, I wrote the book Zero! (which has been selling now for more than fifteen years), we prepared a vast spectrum of the Japanese naval air war as it was seen, understood, and lived from the industrial, military planning, and combat viewpoints. 



 	 Zero!  was far more than the story of a fighter airplane and its employment; the Zero fighter was the very representation of Japanese naval airpower that enabled the Japanese 6 to even think of committing themselves to war on a mass scale. Similarly, again with Horikoshi and Okumiya we prepared the book The Zero Fighter, which was, in essence, a detailed technical development of Japanese aeronautical engineering always reflecting the long development period leading to the Zero, its many modifications, and its successors. The two books, basically, reflected the story of one machine, but they differed greatly in content and intent, and together formed much of the final story. But not completely. There was to be yet a third book, the story of Saburo Sakai, the leading ace of Japan (sixty-four kills air-to-air of American, British, Chinese, Australian and Dutch aircraft) as a Zero pilot. Fred Saito did a vast amount of research; much of it with Japanese pilots who had previously refused to discuss their air combat experiences, and together we wrote the book Samurai!  We have been gratified, of course, with the fact that Zero!  and Samurai!, both selling for forty years, have been reprinted in many languages throughout the world, to the extent of several millions of copies, and have become singular achievements for the areas they represent. 



 	At the same time I hasten to add that these books, no matter how intimately they are involved with the Zero, represent only an element of the story of this one airplane. 

 	The story can never be complete without hearing the viewpoint of those who fought against the Zero, and in this area I wrote a number of books, including among them Flying Forts, The Ragged, Rugged Warriors, The Mission, Air Force, Golden Wings, and others, all of which included those men who were on the receiving end of the Zero fighter, or, who in their capacity as pilots or gunners managed to destroy a considerable number of the Japanese fighter. 

 	Through all these various viewpoints we were able to receive a portrait of the machine that favored the decision of the Japanese to go to war. Sometimes, no matter how deeply one delves into a particular airplane, however, the complete picture is never gained and we are left with a cameo of the full story. The individual facet is of course invaluable for it is from the many horizons of historical tales that we gain depth. The book Thunderbolt! provides another example. It is the story not of the P-47 fighter, but rather that of Robert S. Johnson, who shot down twenty-eight German fighters in air-to-air combat over a period of but eleven months. Bob Johnson and I never intended specifically in writing this book to tell the story of the famed Jug, but it was impossible not to paint a portrait of considerable depth of the airplane, and the intimacy of relationship between Bob Johnson and the Thunderbolts he flew is a must for any historian seeking the grander view of this fighter. 

 	An opposite to Thunderbolt! must be Messerschmitt Me-109, which I wrote as—how to put this?—a technical-personal-combat-historical portrait of the Me-109 fighter. 

 	In this area the primary interest centered about one of the greatest airplanes ever built, for more than anything else it could do in terms of flight capabilities or numbers of aircraft, the Me-109 in its many variants and through its long life dictated—quite literally—the fortunes of war that must affect, and so did, an entire world. This, too, was the particular signature of the Mitsubishi Zero fighter, more than any other individual Japanese aircraft. In this category we would find the Spitfire, B-29, the B-17 and B-24, the Lancaster and the Ju-88, and many more machines too numerous to list here. The point is, however, that aircraft reached the accolade of “great” only when they flew in sufficient number and affected severely the outcome of battles and wars. Thus the Curtis P-40, hamstrung by its own inadequacies, fought and clawed its way to immortality because of its singular availability at critical moments and, to a lesser extent, because its ruggedness assured its survival in unfavorable situations. The P-40s that should have fallen from the skies managed, somehow, to stagger back to home fields for repeated resurrection. 

 	What, then, the role of the Lockheed P-38 Lightning in this same war? It is not that quick and easy an answer, and the very complexity of the answer has helped to sustain the shroud of mystery and controversy behind which the P-38 has remained so much the enigma. 

 	To respond to the first question that must be asked there can be only one answer—the P-38 was a major factor in deciding the outcome, and the time frame of events, of the battles making up the Second World War. There can be no question if we involve one point only, and that is that the P-38 shot down more Japanese aircraft in World War II than any other fighter plane. As such it achieved primacy in its essential mission—the destruction of great numbers of the enemy while carrying out its combat assignments. 

 	If we wish to lean toward the viewpoint of the purist, we would find a grudging concession to judgment by numbers alone, since so many P-38 fighters were modified hastily into F-4 and F-5 photographic reconnaissance aircraft. The number ran into the many hundreds, and there is no question that had several hundred additional P-38s in the combat zone been available for the role of direct combat with the enemy, the final tally of P-38 pilots must have risen by an appreciable number. In the same vein, of course, must be included the P-38s that were modified to carry a bombardier and a Norden bombsight, those modified for special radar equipment as pathfinders, and other variants that were carried out on the production line and at modification centers. 

 	But there is more than one kind of purist, and the value of an airplane can hardly be judged by the statistical totings on scoreboards, for then we must ignore aircraft usage as fighter-bombers and ground-attack machines, all of which are the factors for judgment in the overall success of the weapon. And it is the weapon we are considering. 

 	No one can appraise the aircraft of the Second World War and not consider the role of the Douglas C-47, and its variants, as a weapon. Logistic it might be, of course, but it was a means of utilizing a winged machine to apply military strength where and when needed. 

 	These are elements indispensable in evaluating the P-38 for what it was—one of the finest weapons to be applied in the Second World War. The Messerschmitt Me-109fought in diverse climates and under difficult conditions and it was one of the greatest weapons ever devised and used in mass numbers. But it was restricted to the European continent and to North African areas, and its element of greatness would have been sorely compromised had the Me-109 been required to fulfill the role of the P-38 in the Pacific. There range was God, and the Me-109, for all its outstanding characteristics, was grimly deficient in this area. Indeed, one of the critical factors that gave the edge to the British in the Battle of Britain was the comparatively short range of the Me-109E variant that bore the brunt of that fierce combat. Had the Germans been able to endow the Me-109E with greater range and endurance they might have cracked the thin armor of British defenses and history itself could well have taken a turn other than we know from past experience and our weighty tomes. Thus as outstanding as was the Me-109E as an airplane in fighter-to-fighter combat, this one failing was all-important. A tactical achievement that can only be considered as brilliant was, however, a disaster in the strategic sense.

 	 There is the old saying that one man’s meat is another man’s poison, and the variables of personal preference, combat conditions, supply, logistics support, and many other factors, all contribute to final judgment. What better example of this element in judging aircraft than the Brewster F2A Buffalo? As a machine sold to the British and the Dutch, for use in the Pacific and Asia, it was a bitterly hated and much-maligned stubby beast. Its equipment demanded much modification and over-attention in the field. 

 	Its firepower was lacking. It wallowed in the sky. British pilots discovered they could not loop the airplane. That statement deserves a pause. Gregory R. Board, who shot down several Japanese aircraft while flying the Buffalo (and was himself shot down several times), reported that when receiving the fighter planes, the British and Australian pilots were dismayed to learn the thing could hardly get out of its own way. 

 	American pilots flying the Buffalo in the Battle of Midway in June 1942 were flayed viciously by Japanese Zero fighters, and the few survivors of the uneven combats reported that to fly the Buffalo against the Zero was suicide and, further, that the Buffalo was fit only for training and never for combat. 

 	One must conclude, then, that no one would want the keg-shaped Brewster. No one, that is, except the Finns, who utilized their export versions of the Buffalo in winter combat against the Germans. The Finnish pilots, instead of repeating the laments of the Brewster barrel, lauded the performance of the machine under the severe conditions of their bitterly cold winter operations and, indeed, achieved a number of fighter pilot aces with the Buffalo! However, it must be added that this episode of success with the Brewster has produced more head-shaking and wonder than the conclusion that the Buffalo was, perhaps, more than was indicated by its miserable performance against the Japanese. 

 	We could continue in this vein for some time and hardly be in danger of exhausting the comparisons that leap to mind, as well as those that provide interesting speculation. 

 	What might have happened, for example, had there been large-scale fighter-to-fighter combat between the superb Focke-Wulf FW-190 and the equally capable Grumman F6F Hellcat? But of all that one may consider most interesting, none can surpass the desire of the pilots who flew the big (28,000 pounds) Northrop P-61 Black Widow night fighter armed with four 20-mm cannon and four turret-mounted .50 caliber machine guns. The arguments of the most maneuverable fighter of the war? Remember these? 

 	No doubt the Spitfire Mk. IX was heavily favored, or even the FW-190, and who will question the Zero or Oscar (Hayabusa)? But even the Japanese admitted the Grumman F6F could turn inside a Zero, and to those experienced with these machines the F6F holds the laurels. Ah, but that huge P-61, heavier and larger than a medium bomber. Would the reader consider that this  was the most maneuverable fighter plane of World War II? No? Even when you consider those full-span spoilers swifter and more efficient than any ailerons? Or that the AAF officially states that the P-61 “proved to be highly maneuverable, more so than any other AAF fighter.” And that includes the P-51D Mustang which weighed but a third the combat weight of the Black Widow. Well, that’s another book . . . 

 	One further point must be made before getting into the thick of the P-38 story. Decisions made far from the skies of combat often determined the future development course of what would become “great” aircraft. Both the P-39 and the P-40 fighters were intended not for aerial combat, but for defensive operations against enemy invasions of the United States. As such their primacy was invested in low-level operations—more so against invasion forces than enemy aircraft. The result was the production of both machines without superchargers for their engines, and as poor as was the P-40 for altitude operations the P-39 was considerably more the dreary machine. When, in combat theaters, other aircraft were available in quantity to assume fighter operations at altitude, the P-39s were turned loose for ground attack and proved excellent machines. This in no way can sustain the record of the P-39 as a fighter plane, but it is interesting to note that its intended purpose was for ground attack and its secondary capabilities were for air combat—and secondary indeed the machine proved to be. 

 	One wonders what might have been the record of the durable P-40 had that aircraft, from the outset of its career, enjoyed a supercharged engine that would have permitted high performance at high altitudes. The entire picture of this machine, the “foot-in-the-door” fighter of American air combat operations, might have been altered drastically for the better. 

 	The wonder at this possibility is sustained in the reality of another aircraft—the brilliant design we know as the Mustang. With this machine, in its early days, there was often the query of “What if . . . ?”  What if we could modify the Mustang into a fighter where it might be able to operate at high altitudes instead of being restricted only to the lower heights? Wouldn’t that be something! 



 	Thus we return to the original concept of the Mustang, designed by North American Aviation to British specifications as the company’s NA 73 design. Two aircraft were required to be delivered to the Army Air Forces while production was being prepared for the British. Those two fighters, the XP-51 models, carried the AAF name of 



Apache—the Mustang title was bestowed upon the NA 73 version by the British, and overshadowed the AAF title until it disappeared and our own models also became known as Mustang. This airplane, as used by the British, was never intended for other than medium and low altitudes, and was designed, in fact, for rhubarb operations—low-level sweeps into enemy territory. Its primary mission, like that of the older P-39 and P-40, was ground attack and, as such, without supercharging for its Allison engine, it could no more slug it out with enemy fighters at 35,000 feet than could the creaking Airacobras and Tomahawks. 

 	Then came the decision to mate the Mustang airframe with the Rolls Royce Merlin engine—and what was the greatest fighter airplane of the second half of the war was created. The reader will note the emphasis that it was for the second half of World War II that we regard the Mustang as the supreme machine of its type, combining all the characteristics fighter pilots desire—speed, maneuverability, climb, firepower, durability, ease of control, altitude performance, and so forth. 

 	This is why, when I wrote my book on the Messerschmitt Me-109, through all its variants, I pleaded the case that the Messerschmitt must edge all other aircraft as the single “greatest” machine. It was there from beginning to end, and few will dispute that no worth can be attached to a fighter that simply was not there during the fighting, as is the case with the Mustang during the earlier years of the war. 

 	Let us examine one of the more misleading premises concerning the P-38. Throughout most books concerned with the generalities of fighter performance and record during World War II there exists a singular glaring error. 

 	Because the ultimate combat role of the P-38, P-47 and P-51 was for long-range combat—the escort mission—as opposed to shorter-range performance of such fighters as the Spitfire, it has become accepted that these fighters were designed from the outset for such missions. Nothing could be further from the truth. The P-38 was designed as a fast-climbing interceptor of limited range. The P-47, emerging from the Seversky P-35/Republic P-43 designs (and the never-built XP-44), was intended as a high-altitude fighter. 

 	And the P-51, as a low-altitude penetration or rhubarb attack fighter. None were designed for anything even approaching the range at which ultimately they operated. 

 	The very nature of the performance achieved by the Lockheed P-38 Lightning by the middle years of the Second World War is all the more astonishing when we realize the original mission assigned to this airplane and the manner of its design. Lockheed, which produced the P-38, was given its interceptor assignment, and was also led to believe that no more than a maximum of fifty aircraft would be procured by the Air Corps (later the AAF). Thus the internal tankage of the P-38 was kept to its minimum since weight was a major consideration. More important in the long run was the manner of design. Counting on only fifty airplanes as a maximum order Lockheed did everything but to design the P-38 for mass production. The airplanes were virtually to be hand-built. No facilities were prepared for any long production run and when demands for the P-38exploded in the midst of Lockheed offices, one may imagine the shock and consternation. The production P-38, strange to say, was born in the midst of a converted brewery. But that is a point for future chapters, and this moment is taken to stress to the reader that to understand the nature of the P-38 it must be understood that the machine with which we are dealing was never intended for either long-range missions or mass production, and these facts serve only to enhance the wonder of this airplane.







 	As for the final decision to write this book, the writer must admit to considerable outside influence. In early February of 1970, Ballantine Books received in their New York office an unsolicited letter from a Mr. Arthur W. Heiden of Atlantic, Iowa. Since Mr. Heiden’s letter is eloquently clear, it is reproduced for the reader:

 	Gentlemen:

 	I would like to see one accurate and authoritative book published that would be the historical work on the Lockheed P-38 fighter aircraft. 

 	Since I have enjoyed many books published by your company and especially respect the aviation writing of Mr. Martin Caidin, this letter is an attempt to persuade you both to produce a book on this subject with the impact of Flying Forts, Zero!, Me-109, and others. 

 	As a former Combat Fighter Pilot, Fighter Training Instructor, and Staff Combat Operations Officer with experience in P-38, P-40 and P-51 aircraft, I am continually provoked by the repetitive inaccurate writing that forms the history of the P-38. As the B-17 shaped Bomber Doctrine, I am convinced that the P-38 has had as great an impact on Fighter Doctrine. 

 	Considering the fragmented and inaccurate history on this great machine, I cannot express too strongly my feeling of urgency for this effort to be made. 

 	If I may suggest:

 	1. The historic significance of the P-38 has been missed. 



 	2. It was the first all-purpose aircraft in the military inventory. 



3. It was able to adapt to all missions, without reservation, throughout World War II. 



 	4. Vastly outnumbered in all combat theaters, it always held its own and advanced against all circumstances until production and training could overpower the enemy. 

 	5. It was the direct lead-in to jet operations, including systems, problems, characteristics, and capabilities. 

 	6. Several ocean crossings led to experiments that formulated post-World War II nuclear delivery and mobile Fighter Doctrine. 

 	7. It was the stimulus to air leaders who were later to develop these doctrines. The result was the jet fighter’s role as a deterrent with its nuclear and worldwide capability. 

 	8. That P-51s replaced P-38s mostly for economical reasons and ease of production and training, not because of a significant difference of performance. 

 	9. That operational problems were resolved to a highly satisfactory degree and gave the P-38 advantages that no other fighter of the time had. 

 	10. That each problem, such as compressibility, supercharger regulators, single generators, cockpit heat, intercoolers, electric propellers, and others, were very interesting, previously unencountered, interrelated, and often suffered from production priorities and plain bad luck. 

 	11. That pilot training was unusual compared with single-engine fighter training. 

 	12. That Lockheed’s close factory-support program has often been viewed out of context. Problems were magnified where in competitive cases there was no one around to freely admit to the problem and then attempt to solve it. 

 	13. That those who write on the subject fail to counsel with Tony LeVier or even bother to read his fine book, Pilot. 

 	14. That an in-depth combat evaluation seldom, if ever, appears in print. 

 	I offer any aid at my limited means that this proposal be born.



 	ARTHUR W. HEIDEN





 	Well, how do you turn down a letter like that? 

 	You don’t, and we—my publisher and myself—didn’t. 

 	The reader is informed here, and quickly, that Tony LeVier, Lockheed’s great test pilot and one of the world’s greatest fliers, and an old friend of the writer, has generously given his permission to refer freely to his experiences with the P-38 that he has written about in his book Pilot, published by Harper & Row. It is recommended to the reader as a singular document with no equal, covering a broad horizon of flying and flight to capture the imagination of anyone who has ever turned his eyes to the sky. 

 	(I will take the liberty of recommending to the reader another book, this one a work of fiction, which will provide an astonishing in-depth portrayal of the Lightning as a ground-attack fighter in Europe. Alfred Coppel, writing of flights and combat missions in the P-38F fighter-bomber, with more truth than fiction in his words, has prepared an excellent novel titled Order of Battle, and published by Harcourt Brace Jovanovich. The historian will find more in these pages on P-38 fighter-bomber operations in Europe than he will in any nonfiction work ever written on this subject.)

 	Finally, something about a remarkable man without whom this book, and what I hope will be an in-depth and sensitive portrayal of the P-38, could never have been written. During World War II there was a P-38 jock who was “rather intimately associated with the P-38 from 1942 until they were phased out in 1946. I had a ‘touch’ of North Africa and a ‘couple of interesting moments over Rabaul’ but nothing like the massive raids of Europe.” A P-38 pilot the other jocks called Joe. Joe Wesley Dickerson, M.D., of Jasper, Texas. Somebody special; rather extraordinary, really. If this book is what we hope it will be, then thanks to Joe Wesley Dickerson. If the book fails, the failure is mine alone. 

 	When the word passed around that I was researching the book on the P-38, Dr. Dickerson contacted me immediately and offered, in homage to the men who had flown the P-38 in combat, and of the machine itself, his not inconsiderable resources for assistance. Dr. Dickerson, whose name immediately brings up furious activity on the part of other people, performed a miracle in supplying the names and the ready assistance and the cooperation of dozens of men who had flown the P-38 from the first days of its acceptance into military colors, and it is to a very large extent, essentially, their story you will read in these pages. 

 	There is only one way to thank Joe Dickerson. It is this book itself. 

 	An honest, at times a troubled story, but the true story of the P-38. 

 	Some years back I read a book on the Hawker Hurricane fighter flown by the Royal Air Force in World War II. Now, the Hurricane was quite a bird, what could be properly considered a “sterling aircraft.” She was sturdy and trust-worthy and her pilots said she flew like a dream. But the Hurricane, by the same token, was no fair match for either the Messerschmitt Me-109 or the Mitsubishi Zero, two of its chief adversaries, and despite its vital role in the Battle of Britain, it never achieved status, by virtue of its fighter-vs-fighter performance, as a superior fighter airplane. 

 	However, one would never have known from reading the gushing praise of the Hurricane in that book, that the airplane ever yielded an ounce of performance in speed, altitude, firepower, or range to any opposing aircraft. The book so sickeningly overstated its case it did a great airplane a disservice. 

 	You won’t find that problem in these pages. In fact, in order to strive for objectivity, those who loyally support the P-38 may find the writer at times a bit too harsh for their liking. 

 	But the P-38 was a tough bird, and it will bear this writer, as it has its not inconsiderable difficulties before me. 














CHAPTER 2

 	A NEW KIND OF CAT


 	A COMBAT AIRPLANE IS born from a philosophy of need and the P-38 fits neatly into its own category. 

 	We know the P-38 as a fighter airplane, but in fact it was never intended to combat other fighters, nor was it created from the purist’s viewpoint as a fighter. Clearly and simply the P-38 came into being as an interceptor against bombers; it was a platform to carry heavy firepower to a point in airspace and time in order to intercept and destroy enemy bombers. No one anticipated the P-38 engaging in fighter-vs-fighter combat. No one considered or really much gave a damn about the maneuverability of the P-38 in fighter terms. The airplane was intended from the outset simply as a flying anti-aircraft weapon. 

 	The design of new airplanes always conforms to the doctrine prevalent at any one time in the military community. During the period of the 1930s the Army Air Corps preached the ascendancy of the long-range bomber over all other types of military aircraft. Thus the design of the P-39 and the P-40 in the period 1936–1937 dictated primary performance in the ground attack role and condemned from the outset (aided by other factors, of course) the ability of these two airplanes to contest enemy fighters, which had been designed from their outset for superiority in air-to-air combat. Which may help to explain the official policy of the Air Corps that by late 1941, only eighteen months after they first went into combat, both the P-39 and the P-40 were already obsolescent, and sorely in need of replacement by superior machinery. 

 	In January of 1937 leading aircraft manufacturers in the United States began to receive a specification from the Air Corps for a new pursuit aircraft that marked a radical departure from existing fighters or, as official terminology then went, as pursuits. The Air Corps stated the mission of the new pursuit was for the “interception and attack of hostile aircraft at high altitude.” The specification called for a maximum level speed of 360 mph at 20,000 feet and a maximum level speed at sea level of 290 mph. Further, the airplane must be able to sustain full power for at least one hour at its critical altitude of 20,000 feet. The rate of climb required for the new interceptor raised eyebrows—the Air Corps demanded the airplane reach a height of 20,000 feet within six minutes of starting its takeoff roll. 

 	(The P-38 handily met its climb requirements and, in fact, right to the end of World War II, remained one of the fastest-climbing fighters of any combatant.) Another stringent demand was made for what clearly would be a large and heavy airplane—the new interceptor must be able to take off and land within a distance of 2,200 feet while clearing a 50-foot obstacle at runway’s end. 

 	Among the companies that went full-tilt into the new competition was Lockheed. This was no small step for the California firm for they had never built a military airplane and plunging into the competition for the high-performance interceptor was regarded by many as Lockheed overstepping its capabilities. The opinion wasn’t shared by Robert E. Gross, Lockheed president, who gave the signal to get busy to the design team of H. L. Hibbard and Clarence L. Johnson. “Kelly” Johnson indulged in a series of doodles of a twin-engine design. From the outset he realized that what the Air Corps wanted could never be realized with a single-engine airplane. There wasn’t an engine in the world that could meet all the requirements of speed, range, climb, firepower, sustained performance and other specifications. It would take two engines. Kelly Johnson took a hard look at a new Allison engine; the V-1710-cubic-inch-capacity engine had just completed bench tests by running at 1,000 horsepower for 150 hours. This had to be the engine—as a pair. Kelly Johnson narrowed down his designs to six final layouts. The design team considered every possibility, including one interceptor that appeared about as conventional as one might expect, but concealed both engines in the fuselage, each driving its own propeller through a complex system of shafts and gearing from the fuselage through the wing. Too complex, decided the engineers. 

 	They studied a comparable design with the fuselage-buried engines driving pusher engines and the tail using twin fins and rudders; this, too, went by the wayside. One Johnson sketch bore an amazing resemblance to an interceptor that would show up years later—McDonnell’s XP-67 Bat. It was abandoned by Lockheed, however. Of the remaining three possibilities, all mounted twin-boom layouts. One of these mounted the engines in a push-pull arrangement; the fuselage had an engine before and aft of the cockpit. Again, this basic design was to emerge later; sans the forward engine, Kelly Johnson’s sketch bore a close resemblance to what would become the Vultee XP-54 Swoose Goose experimental fighter. The fifth design to be considered and discarded mounted an engine at the front part of the long fuselage boom, with the pilot seated in a cockpit in the left boom aft of the engine. Want a better description? Just study a photography of the North American F-82 Twin Mustang, with only the left cockpit and you have the early sketch by Kelly Johnson. 

 	The sixth layout under study became Lockheed’s Model 22 design—what emerged was the airplane so familiar to us as the P-38. But not quite yet, early in 1937. There would be obstacles to overcome. The two engines, fuel and other design elements meant a heavy airplane, and that meant wing loadings characteristic of Lockheed, but far in excess of what was considered acceptable elsewhere for fighter designs. This was the Lockheed gamble—they weren’t building a fighter demanding turn-on-a-dime performance. They were building an interceptor and that made innovations the design order of the day. Lockheed opted for the tricycle-gear arrangement. It further increased weight but improved ground handling and safety. The ability to fly and fight at altitude couldn’t be met with standard engines, so Lockheed went to turbo superchargers for their Model 22. More and more the arrangement of twin booms made better sense. The turbo superchargers could be mounted in the fuselage booms aft of the engines. There would be plenty of room for the main gear in the booms. 

 	The design promised ease in locating air intakes, radiator baths and other accessories. Of course the Model 22 was turning out to be a big airplane with a wingspan exceeding fifty feet in the original studies. At the same time, the design layout of a tail with twin fins and rudders increased the total effective lift of the airplane, and Kelly Johnson made risky predictions that they were going to build one of the most stable machines ever put together—a prediction that proved to be one of the most accurate ever made. 

 	There was another quantum jump to be made with the Lockheed interceptor taking shape under the hands of the Hibbard design team. The powerful engines and the central fuselage design promised extraordinary firepower, especially considering standard armament for U.S. fighters at the time, which came to one .30 and one .50 caliber machine gun with some 300 rounds per gun. The P-39 and the P-40 as fighters would be more heavily armed but they had yet to see their first flight. Like most fighter or interceptor designs (and the interceptor role as a distinct mission for the P-38 would be extremely short-lived) the new Lockheed would go through a great variety of armament changes. However, the basic arrangement of four heavy machine guns and one cannon would prevail. For the Model 22 fighter, Kelly Johnson proposed an armament of one 23-mm Madsen cannon with fifty rounds of explosive shells, and four .50 caliber Colt MG-53 machine guns with a thousand rounds per gun; this provided a total of some 4,000 rounds of machine-gun ammunition as well as fifty explosive shells compared to contemporary armament of one light and one heavy machine gun with a total of 600 rounds. But the Lockheed promised even more devastating use of its fire-power since, with all weapons located in the center of the airplane and beyond the propellers’ arcs, there was no need for propeller synchronization and the guns fired with maximum speed. The guns and cannon would also fire directly ahead for their full range of a thousand yards, rather than having to be aimed at a point of convergence well ahead of the airplane. All told, the electrically heated guns and cannon of the Model 22 had a combined firing rate of 3,200 rounds per minute. 

 	Bob Gross, Lockheed’s boss, grabbed the blueprints and specifications for the Model 22 and flew to Wright Field in Ohio to officially submit Lockheed’s bid for the new development contract. The Army, despite the seeming urgency of the program, took its time in evaluating different designs and it wasn’t until June of 1937 that the high brass made their decision. It was Lockheed, and the Modal 22 gained its new designation—the Lockheed XP-38. It wasn’t that much of a contract, since Lockheed was being funded only to the extent of one airplane, the sole XP-38. But if flight tests proved out the revolutionary design then Lockheed could look forward to a final order for fifty airplanes. 

 	That’s fifty—the maximum number of the new interceptor that anyone ever expected Lockheed to build. And that conviction itself proved to be first of the many stumbling blocks that would show up to keep the P-38 as a fighter ready for combat on its way to battle areas. Because the airplane that was designed for maximum production of fifty units was, essentially, a hand-made machine, and, as far as the factory was concerned, it bore distressingly little internal resemblance to an airplane designed for mass production where getting out the greatest number of machines in the shortest time possible was of paramount interest. 

 	By June 1938, after extensive design work, Lockheed was almost ready. A month later Lockheed engineers were “cutting metal.” Despite the radical innovations of the XP-38, which included the extensive use of stainless steel, and the first American aircraft of any type to use butt-jointed flush-riveted external surfaces, assembly of the XP-38 prototype went quickly. By late December the airplane was considered to be complete and ready for flight test. But not from the field used by Lockheed for its civil operations. 

 	Preparations were made to transfer the XP-38 to March Field for its initial flight tests




























 	





A Note

 	From the Author



 	IT ISN’T ALWAYS AN easy matter to add this sort of correction to a book in which the author has held no small pride as to its accuracy, based on some back-breaking research and effort. But we can’t always be right—even if we must always strive to do so. In this story of the P-38, because of the complexity of research areas to be covered, it appears as if the writer committed some errors. 

 	In timing, one might say, if we wish to use dates in that respect. It would have been an easy matter simply to correct the copy after the errors were brought to my attention. 

 	Somehow I feel this misses the spirit of the thing. After all, while I find my name listed as author of Fork-Tailed Devil: The P-38, it is sort of an extraneous claim to credit, since without the help of hundreds of people, the book would never have been possible. Thus this addition to the copy, which was brought politely if not forcibly to my attention by Carroll R. Anderson, known to his many friends as Andy, and an individual you find, of course, in these pages as a P-38 pilot, member of the 475th Fighter Group, and a most remarkable human being who was of tremendous help in writing the book. In essence, I was politely but most effectively chewed out by Andy Anderson, and I’m grateful for his attention. What he wrote, in part from a very long letter in which we discussed several projects, contains within itself that beautiful touch of actuality from the man who has been there, and although the chastisement is something I’d rather not have found so necessary, well, when you’re corrected in this manner by such as Andy Anderson, you can make mistakes and come up roses. 

 	Andy wrote me:

 	“Incidentally, I hate to tell you this, but you made a beauty in the P-38 book, and I hadn’t the heart to tell you this, but I’ve just got to do it. Martin, you goofed when you referred to missions going out in 1943 to the length of the distances we flew in 1944. The missions to which you refer as having occurred in 1943 in fact did not happen until the year following. Your staff advised you incorrectly on the dates in question. Point of fact: All of the New Guinea coastline from Sio and the Admiralty Islands westward to the Philippine Islands was Japanese territory in 1943, and not until October and September of 1944 did we first reach Hollandia, and then Noemfor and Biak Islands, from which all of those long-range missions were flown. And, all fighter missions, incidentally, exactly because Mr. Lindbergh taught us how to do it. Make no mistake about this. No missions of that nature were flown in 1943. 

 	“I don’t know what if any good this information does for you, but what I am writing is accurate, and it is correct. I’ve received a number of letters from our chaps chiding you about that mistake. My old friend, John Tilley of the 431st, who designed the Red Devil insignia for the 431st when we were at Nadzab, wrote an especially humorous letter to me wanting to know about our mutual use (with the Japanese) of their airstrips so we could fly those long missions from our sector of New Guinea to Balikpapan and to the Celebes. John’s tongue was really in his cheek. Jack Purdy had comment, too. 

 	“Personally, I didn’t make those missions. I went to see Wilson, who was then our CO, and asked permission to make at least one of the flights, but he refused me. Our old CO, Warren R. Lewis, had arranged for my trip home, and Wilson wasn’t about to have me killed just before leaving for home. It would have been his proverbial ass. I was still eager, and I knew it was my last chance to get into a fight. No chance. 

 	“Our group, along with the others, including the Jug outfits, staged from Gama strip at Morotal Island to Balikpapan. And although your timing is wrong, those missions more than anything else were the product of Mr. Lindbergh’s efforts on our behalf, and proved conclusively why we have never felt that the P-38 had to take a back seat to the Mustang with respect to range. We knew we flew farther than they did. In 1944, Martin, for the very first time. Not in 1943. 

 	“Hell, I flew further than the P-51s way back in February of 1944 when we flew from Dobadura to Kavieng, New Ireland. That was the longest bomber mission flown under fighter escort of the war up to that point. I forget how far we went, but it was one hell of a long way. Another example: on the 15th February 1944, when we escorted the 38th, 345th and 3rd attack group to Kavieng, my squadron flew from Dobo up to the Vitaiz Straits, around Cape Gloucester to Sand Island, back to the area below Kavieng, then back up to Kavieng and over it while the bombers unloaded and finally straight across the island of New Britain back to Dobadura. Some of the B-25s and A-20s were forced to return to Finschafen for fuel and Dick Ellis of the 3rd Attack crash-landed at the newly hacked out American strip at Cape Gloucester. 

 	“Sorry to catch you like this, but perhaps it’s better if I tell you this way than getting it from some heckler. Perhaps you can get it changed in future editions.” 





Well, okay, fellas, there it is in black-and-blue. I stand corrected and chastised and now the dates are straight! 



 	When I wrote the above material, quite willing to do whatever was necessary to get John Tilley’s tongue out of his cheek and back into its proper place, I had expected to add just this corrective story and have done with it. But then as the copy was being readied for mailing to my publisher, a letter came in from a man with the name of Carl D. Camp. A fellow with an extraordinary record as an aerial gunner, and a gunner with an extraordinary viewpoint of the P-38 in World War II. Excerpts, with Camp’s kind permission to use this material, are presented for further in-depth study of the Lightning. Camp wrote me:

 	“I was in the AAF from a year before Pearl Harbor until the end of World War II as an enlisted bombardier and aerial gunner and my experience with and knowledge of the P-38 is from that angle. I first saw it in the spring of 1941 at Chanute Field while a student mechanic, and although I and all my fellow students immediately recognized its beauty and potential, it was not until I was fighting for my life in New Guinea in 1943 that I realized just how fine an airplane it was. 

 	“That it played a major role in keeping my kind alive you very adequately explained, but not even you can properly portray with written words the wild joy and relief that we gunners and other crew members experienced when the Lightnings arrived to kill or chase away the hard-pressing Zekes, thereby restoring our hope of living one more day. Although few of us ever had the chance, we often spoke of how we would honor any P-38 pilot that happened into our acquaintance either then or at any other time in the future. 

 	“You told of P-38 pilots in Europe complaining of the plane’s easy recognition as a drawback. To Pacific gunners and probably their European counterparts it was exactly the opposite. No P-38 was ever mistaken for an enemy. None ever caused us near-heart failure as did other friendly but not instantly identifiable fighters that suddenly popped out from a cloud while we were bound for the target. The cumulative strain of those encounters surely had subtracted a year from our lives—from all of us who survived. To my knowledge no P-38 in our theater was ever mistakenly fired at by some Jap-spooked and flak-happy gunner. Every other type, including twin-engine bombers and attack ships, was a sometime victim of such recognition problems. 

 	“You explained that the loss of 5th Air Force records resulted in very little being written about that area in comparison to European and African operations. Another puzzlement to me is that at the time, we bomber people heard nothing of the fighter aces that lived near us on the ground and flew even nearer in their very successful efforts to pre-serve and protect us. That is, with the exception of Dick Bong. I still consider myself privileged to have seen him often and to have spoken to him once for a few moments. 

 	The rest I only learned after the war when I had time to read accounts and histories of ‘my’ war. 

 	“Bong was both a disappointment and a joy for a gunner to speak to. A disappointment because he turned out not to be a god as we thought him previous to meeting him. In fact, he was very ordinary appearing as a person, in comparison to the image we had of him. He gained back all and more of any lost image in our eyes by not being a god when he told a bunch of us gunners that fighter pilots were only very lucky people to have such an easy job and that he couldn’t understand how we put up with our problems. He admitted to respect and admiration of men like us who could swing a waist gun or turret for long hours in a hostile, flak-filled sky over even more hostile terrain, endure the cold, hunger, great fear and, worst of all, personally witness the gory deaths of our comrades and, incredibly, do it time after time until death or the end of the war released us. At that time, MacArthur had abolished the tour-and-return system for bomber crews and we were there forever. Our morale was naturally low but Bong served to raise it quite a bit with his slant on the subject. He made it plain he considered us all fellow warriors of equal importance in that deadly game. We left him feeling that we would cut our wrists and give him our blood if he needed it. 

 	“One . . . maximum effort was my crew’s second mission and first strike. I was on most of the subsequent strikes made in October and November and saw several B-24s and B-25s go down, but as stated by King (in your book), few were lost to enemy aircraft. The P-38s were too aggressive. I shot down a Zeke with the only clear, close chance I had during all that period. We saw plenty other Zero fighters at close range but all had one or more P-38s hot on their tails, hardly aggressive, as they sped through our formations trying to shed the P-38s that boxed them. 

 	“I read all your books that I am able to obtain and hope one day to pick up one written on the B-24 in such style as you treated the P-38. If you ever take on that project and think it to be of possible use to you, I offer what information is in my journal and, as well, my log and my photo album.” 

 	Mr. Camp, thanks for your letter and as to that offer of help on a B-24 book, you’re on. 

 	A third and final letter absolutely requires public response. In March 1972 I received a letter from William B. Mills of North Carolina. Writing to Mr. Mills personally would satisfy his most courteous letter and his requests, but it might not do justice to a point he has brought up to me, and, in all fairness to all concerned, it is my belief that response in these pages is justified fully. Again, I will be excerpting from the letter. Mr. Mills wrote:

 	“I have just finished reading Fork-Tailed Devil, the story of the P-38, and was extremely pleased with your research. I suppose what was so different was the story of the boys who tried to ferry the ’38s over the Atlantic. The reason for this is that most all books and magazines have articles on the combat aspects in great detail, which I have been reading about most airplanes and pilots for years. The Atlantic crossing was a different twist. 

 	“Black Thursday  was an excellent book and, accompanying this letter is an order for Flying Forts, Samurai!, and Zero!  I already have Thunderbolt! 

 	“I was especially interested in Fork-Tailed Devil because of your references to Benjamin Kelsey, the pilot who busted the first P-38. I couldn’t help but get the impression that you felt Kelsey was sort of on the lower part of the totem pole as to his abilities as a pilot, his judgment, and in general, him. I am curious as to whether you have ever met or discussed any aviation aspects about any airplane ever flown or tested by Kelsey. Possibly you have and possibly Kelsey was the one who told you and admitted his errors? 

 	“. . . . because I have heard so many, many, many comments from my brother about the intelligence, abilities, know how, flying proficiency, etc., that it was quite hard for me to believe or digest your comments on Kelsey without standing up to protest because you didn’t have Kelsey’s side of the story. It is sort of like saying Richard Bong wasn’t such a good pilot in shooting down forty Japs because of a superior airplane only, because some of those times flak, lucky hits, mechanical trouble or an excellent Jap flier was to be reckoned with sometimes. You know what happened to Thomas McGuire and George Preddy. Preddy was shot down Christmas Day over Europe by our own anti-aircraft guns. He had over twenty-five to his credit. This was the year 1944. 

 	“Drop me a line. I would be extremely interested in hearing from you with comments. I am sure Kelsey would be glad to talk to you about any aviation matters just by calling him cold and arranging an interview. Ask him about most of all the World War II American fighters he has flown and also the B-19, and his escapades in this plane.” 





Now, of the three letters from which I’ve just excerpted material, two of them—at least the parts printed here—clearly represent questions and/or criticism of the writer. 



 	There’s a tendency on the part of those who prepare historical documents to defend at the slightest flare up whatever accuracy they insist lies within their copy. 

 	Well, this writer makes every attempt to capture that accuracy. Many times different opinions by different pilots in the same place at the same time produce a variety of responses, and the writer is stuck. He can show both viewpoints (which is really the only way) or take a choice and commit to one particular conviction. 

 	In the case of Ben Kelsey, let me state unequivocally that I was remiss in not continuing an evaluation of the incident in which Kelsey lost the XP-38 on its first transcontinental flight. 

 	First, I did make the attempt to find Kelsey (who lives nearby, as it turns out) but failed to do so when the book was being written. 

 	Second, it was the opinion of at least two P-38 pilots that Kelsey showed every evidence of pilot error in the loss of the XP-38. 

 	Third, I committed the cardinal sin of not going to pains to explain that it was Ben Kelsey in that airplane, and no one else, and whatever else we might feel on the matter, only Kelsey is fully aware of what happened—and the Air Corps at the time, and later, never felt criticism was in order. That speaks for itself. You do not lose the hottest fighter in the country and escape being raked over the coals if the boss is convinced you pulled the plug the wrong way. 

 	 I didn’t say that in the copy and I should have done so and for this I quickly offer apologies to Ben Kesley. 

 	Fourth, I’ve been flying for 27 years, and anyone who’s tooled around in the variety of machines in which I’ve found myself knows, beyond all question, that the best of the airplane drivers get into situations were human skill is negated by mechanical or other problems. This pilot-error syndrome, of which the FAA today is so fond in using to explain the unexplainable accident, is, frankly, a thorough pain in the ass. 20–20 hindsight is great but rarely satisfactory when the pilot is dead and his iron bird has been rolled up into a crumpled metal ball. 

 	Fifth, I have seen Ben Kelsey fly through the years, and his record is not excellent—it is extraordinary and it is brilliant, and I’d like this moment, on this page, to say so, and to repeat that apology for any misleading conclusions to which I may have led the reader. 

 	MC
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