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C.N.A.C. is the China National Aviation Corporation. It is one of those peculiar enterprises whose capital value in dollars and cents might barely equal that of a large American department store, but whose actual value in the war for the control of Asia can only be weighed by history.



—Theodore “Teddy” White, “China’s Last Lifeline,” Fortune, May 1943
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

A Bit About Names …

This is a period piece. The English-speaking characters in this book visited Peking—or Peiping—not Beijing, opened an airline to Chungking, not Chongqing, sailed on the Whangpoo, not the Huangpu, traveled to Hankow, not Wuhan, and they discussed Canton, not Guangzhou. The first examples are all names in the Wade-Giles system, most commonly used to transliterate the Chinese language into English prior to the Chinese government’s 1958 introduction of the Pinyin system, which provides the more modern transliterations in the second examples. After much deliberation, and at risk of some confusion, I’ve elected to use the Wade-Giles names, as the characters in this story did while they were living it. To aid those more comfortable with the modern transliterations, I’ve added a glossary equating the place-names in the Wade-Giles and Pinyin systems.



A Bit About Sources …

This is a work of nonfiction. When I first discovered this story, I expected to focus on the airline flying the Hump from 1942 to 1945. I was aware of its adventures before Pearl Harbor, but I didn’t think I could write about them vividly due to what I expected would be a dearth of colorful sources. The books in existence that treated with the airline during that period, albeit fascinating for enthusiasts, weren’t the sort to engage a general readership, and only a tiny handful of people were still alive who’d worked for the company during those years. Happily, I was wrong: The more I investigated, the more, and better, 1930s material I discovered—significant CNAC-related holdings had found their way into various university archives; other important primary material remained in private hands. I gathered everything I could—reading, thinking, taking notes, and burning up photocopy machines—and I’m now confident that the world’s most comprehensive CNAC archive currently resides in my file cabinet. Those original sources, coupled with material gleaned from a mélange of newspapers, magazines, and books, and from extensive interviews conducted with those few who lived the tale, constitute the material from which I’ve reconstructed the airline’s dramatic story before the United States entered the Second World War.

Fortunately, business in the 1930s and ’40s was conducted via written letters similar to the manner in which email transacts so much modern commerce, and William Langhorne Bond, this story’s protagonist, wrote letters with clarity and élan, often in exquisite detail, recounting important conversations, events, and decisions and relating stories, jokes, and pithy asides. Many of those letters survived, as have many of those written to him. (Harold Bixby of Pan Am and Bond’s wife, Kitsi, seem to have been his most diligent correspondents.) Knowing he’d lived an incredible story, in his twilight years, Bond began writing a memoir of his China experiences. Sadly, he died before finishing the job, having written his chronological story only through the middle of 1942, but he left notes and a manuscript totaling more than six hundred handwritten pages, an impressive accomplishment for any octogenarian, let alone one who’d never written a book—evidence of the discipline and tenacity that had served Bond so well in Asia. Many years later, James E. Ellis edited that raw material into a book, which the Lehigh University Press published as Wings for an Embattled China in 2001.

In my estimation, Wings is an important but flawed source. It incorrectly situates the time frame of many events, for which Bond can be excused because he died before he had the opportunity to check his written-from-memory rough draft against his own letters. However, within the individual anecdotes, Bond’s recollections are generally very accurate—as his contemporary records confirm. Also, the characters in Wings banter thick, unlikely paragraphs of expository dialogue. In the interest of clarity, brevity, and plausibility, I’ve compressed many conversations while simultaneously attempting to preserve each speaker’s voice, style, and substance. Convincingly, when treating the same conversations, Bond’s contemporary letters often allude to or record the same content.

Most of the pre-1942 conversations in China’s Wings are distilled from a combination of those Bond recorded in Wings, his contemporary correspondence, the transcripts of interviews he granted other historians, primary sources created by this story’s other players, and my many interviews with Moon Fun Chin, a remarkable man—with awe-inspiringly accurate recall—who flew for the airline from 1933 to 1945. Dialogue after Pearl Harbor comes from a similar mix of sources, but spiced with a much more generous dose of personal interviews because I was able to meet so many more company veterans from that period.

My most fervent hope is that I’ve been able to do their story justice. It’s a good one.



And a Bit About History …

The people in this story knew as much about tomorrow as we do today. Which is to say, very little. The future revealed itself to them the same way it reveals itself to us, minute by minute. They faced it with human tools: courage, imagination, intelligence, humor, fear, and anxiety; and they lived, ate, drank, fought, slept, made love, and worked just the way we do today, in near utter ignorance of what tomorrow might bring. The lucky ones were able to laugh about it. A man can only know what he knows when he knows it. There are no predetermined outcomes. There is no fate. Much could have occurred. Only one thing did. That is history; that does not make it inevitable. Only hindsight makes it seem so. Otherwise, history is like life, a chaotic matrix of alternate possible outcomes, of choices people make, actions they take, distilling into the moment we inherit. This is a story, a flying story, a story about an airline and the people who built it during the crux years of the twentieth century. It also happens to be true.
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GLOSSARY OF CHINESE PLACE-NAMES



	Wade-Giles
	      
	Pinyin



	
	      
	



	Amur River
	      
	Heilong River



	Bias Bay
	      
	Daya Bay



	Bubbling Wells Road
	      
	West Nanjing Road



	Canton
	      
	Guangzhou



	Changch’un
	      
	Changchun



	Changsha
	      
	Changsha



	Chapei
	      
	Zhabei



	Chengchow
	      
	Zhengzhou



	Chengtu
	      
	Chengdu



	Chiating
	      
	Chiating



	Chienkiang
	      
	Zhenjiang



	Chungking
	      
	Chongqing



	Chungshan
	      
	Zhongshan



	Fongpang Road
	      
	Fangbang Zhonglu



	Formosa
	      
	Taiwan



	Fukien Province
	      
	Fujian Province



	Gulf of Chihli
	      
	Bohai Sea



	Hainan Island
	      
	Hainan Island



	Han River
	      
	Han River



	Hangchow
	      
	Hangzhou



	Hankow
	      
	Wuhan



	Hanyang
	      
	Hanyang (Wuhan)



	Hengyang
	      
	Hengyang



	Honan Province
	      
	Honan Province



	Hongkew
	      
	Hongkou



	Hong Kong
	      
	Hong Kong



	Hsuchow
	      
	Xuzhou



	Hunan Province
	      
	Hunan Province



	Hungjao
	      
	Hongqiao



	Hupeh Province
	      
	Hubei Province



	Ichang
	      
	Yichang



	Jehol Province
	      
	Rehe Province (no longer a province in the PRC)




	Jessfield Park
	      
	Zhongshan Park



	Jiangsi Province
	      
	Jiangxi Province



	Kaifeng
	      
	Kaifeng



	Kansu Province
	      
	Gansu Province



	Kialing River
	      
	Jialing River



	Kiangsu Province
	      
	Jiangsu Province



	Kiangwan
	      
	Jiangwan



	Kiating
	      
	Leshan



	Kirin
	      
	Jilin



	Kowloon
	      
	Kowloon



	Kunming
	      
	Kunming



	Kwangsi Province
	      
	Guangxi Province



	Kwangtung Province
	      
	Guangdong Province



	Kweilin
	      
	Guilin



	Lanchow
	      
	Lanzhou



	Luchow
	      
	Luzhou



	Lukouchiao
	      
	Lugouqiao



	Lunghwa
	      
	Longhua



	Macau
	      
	Macao



	Machuria
	      
	Manchuria



	Min River
	      
	Min Jiang



	Minghong
	      
	Minzong



	Minya Konka
	      
	Gongga Shan



	Mount Omei
	      
	Emei Shan (Mount Emei)




	Mukden
	      
	Shengyang



	Namyung
	      
	Nanxiong



	Nanchang
	      
	Nanchang



	Nanking
	      
	Nanjing



	Nantao
	      
	Nanshi



	Nantung
	      
	Nantong



	Peiping
	      
	Beijing



	Peking
	      
	Beijing



	Pootung
	      
	Pudong



	Shanghai
	      
	Shanghai



	Shansi Province
	      
	Shanxi Province



	Shantung Peninsula
	      
	Shandong



	Shasi
	      
	Jingzhou/Shashi



	Shensi Province
	      
	Shaanxi Province



	Sian
	      
	Xi’an



	Siccawei Creek
	      
	Zikawei Creek



	Sikang
	      
	Xikang



	Soochow Creek
	      
	Suzhou Creek



	Suifu
	      
	Yibin



	Sungari River
	      
	Songhua River



	Szechwan Province
	      
	Sichuan Province



	Tahu Lake
	      
	Taihu Lake



	Taierhchuang
	      
	Taierzhuang



	Tali Mountain
	      
	Dali Mountain



	Tathong Channel
	      
	Nam Tong Hui Hap



	Tientsin
	      
	Tianjin



	Tri-cities
	      
	Wuhan (Hankow, Hanyang, Wuchang)




	Tsingtao
	      
	Qingdao



	Wangping Road
	      
	Shandong Road between Fuzhou and Nanjing roads




	Whangpoo River
	      
	Huangpu River



	Woosung
	      
	Wusong



	Wuchang
	      
	Wuhan



	Wuchow
	      
	Wuzhou



	Wushan Mountains
	      
	Wushan Mountains



	Yangtzepoo
	      
	Yangpu



	Yellow River
	      
	Huang He



	Yenan
	      
	Yan’an
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WINTER 1931

It was an uncertain time. The future that just a few years before had seemed so prosperous and secure had dissolved like a morning fog. Following on the heels of the cataclysm that had been the Great War, those good years had been the best times anyone in the United States could remember. “The Jazz Age,” a writer had coined it. Of course, in retrospect, people should have known it was too good to last, a painful truth that had only revealed itself slowly, in the year after the stock market crash, when a dizzying round of bank failures swept the country and struck fear into the hearts of the American people.

Europe had contracted an economic malaise, too, and it was particularly acute in Germany, where mass unemployment and astronomical inflation undermined the stability of the fledgling republic established in the aftermath of the war. The preceding summer, nearly 6.5 million Germans had cast votes for the Nazi Party and the jackbooted discipline of its brown-shirt adherents, swayed by promises of work and bread for the nation and of an end to toothless democracy. The election hadn’t won the Nazis a parliamentary majority, but it made Adolf Hitler a dominant force in German politics as he vowed to unify, purify, and strengthen a fragmented people, making them masters of Europe, and the world.

A similar vision was rising in Asia, in the islands of Japan, among the militaristic adherents of “the Imperial Way,” who dreamed of undermining their nascent democracy and bringing the East to heel beneath the unified, harmonious power of the Japanese nation. Inevitably, dreams of empire drew their eyes toward the Asian mainland, where China lay prostrate, the nation’s traditional power eviscerated by a century of foreign colonial incursions and the collapse of the Chin dynasty.

For the would-be hegemons, it was a world ripe with opportunity. To them, the Western democracies seemed weak, racked by economic difficulties and paralyzed by the horrors they’d endured in the trenches of Flanders and northern France, without the mettle for war. Many foresaw the end of capitalism and democracy, even in such stalwart societies as Britain and the United States. Worldwide, forces anathema to the ideals of individual liberty, political freedom, and unfettered expression waxed strong. It would take men and women of imagination, integrity, and extraordinary fortitude to see those values through to safer ground.

Through it all, there was aviation. It was the most exciting technology of the age; in many ways, it represented hope and the path to a better tomorrow. Realizing the dream of countless generations, mankind had at last broken free of the earth, powered by internal combustion engines and flying on wings of wood, dope, and canvas—or of age-hardened aluminum alloy. The Great War had proved the airplane’s military utility; the 1920s had provided glimpses of its civil potential. As barnstormers, entrepreneurs, and corporate entities rushed to capitalize, airlines sprang up all over the world. There seemed no limit to what might be accomplished. Aloft, soaring among clouds, over roads, rivers, and railways, one felt on a direct course to the future. Aviation seemed sure to change everything. Its allure could spur a man to the far side of the world.…
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SAINT PATRICK’S DAY, 1931

A ragged wind gusted among the deep-draft vessels anchored a few miles northeast of Woosung, near the eastern edge of China, where Shanghai’s river, the Whangpoo, emptied into the mighty Yangtze. The transpacific liner Empress of Japan drew too much water to cross the submerged mud bar the larger stream had built across the Whangpoo’s mouth, so a lighter eased alongside to take her passengers the last dozen miles upriver to Shanghai. Choppy swells whumped between the hulls and pitched up fat drops of spray. As he trotted down a gangway onto the smaller craft, William Langhorne Bond turned up his coat collar and clasped his fedora tighter to his head. Close-cropped strands of reddish hair showed beneath his hatband. A toothbrush mustache edged past the corners of his mouth, dominating his thin face and drawing attention from his piercing gray-blue eyes and the bent nose that looked like it might once have been broken. It was March 17, 1931, Saint Patrick’s Day, and the thirty-seven-year-old former heavy-construction foreman had come halfway around the world from his home in Petersburg, Virginia, to take a job he knew next to nothing about.

Bond found a seat inside the lighter, but he couldn’t keep still. Soon back on deck, he cupped his hands, lit a cigarette, and rested his forearms on the starboard rail. The Yangtze’s far northern shore was ten miles distant, a reach so wide Bond couldn’t escape the sense he was still at sea. Nobody knew where the river began (he loved that); probably at some anonymous trickle on the Tibetan fringe, thousands of miles away. But by the time the Yangtze had convulsed and roared and soughed from its mountainous headwaters and undulated across the lowlands of eastern China, collecting tribute from an uncounted multitude of creeks, springs, and lesser rivers, it had grown into a truly enormous aquatic beast that spewed water into the East China Sea through a fifty-mile-wide estuary. The Sinologists whose books he’d read during the Pacific crossing identified the Yangtze as the single most powerful force governing the evolution of Chinese culture. Indeed, in many ways, the Yangtze was China, a unifying artery running through the heart of a nation that might not have existed without it. No other earthly waters mattered so much, to so many people. Fully one-tenth of mankind depended on the waters of the Yangtze Basin, an intersection of demographics and hydrology that any businessman could see made the Yangtze River a gateway to the largest potential marketplace on earth, and from its position near the mouth of the great stream, Shanghai was the key controlling the gate. For the last ninety years, ever since British gunboats blasted open the trade of central China in the 1840s, fortune seekers from around the world had flocked to do business in the city. William Bond stood on the cusp of joining them at a time when China was reeling from nearly a century of domestic upheaval and foreign-visited disaster, struggling to unify, modernize, unlock its long-suppressed potential, and take its place among the world’s great nations. With his new job, Bond expected to participate in what would surely be one of the twentieth century’s great dramas.

The deckhands cast off, the engines growled, and the lighter made way for the Whangpoo. China beyond the riverbanks was greenish and gray and surprisingly flat. A low, rounded hill that lay like a rice sack above the joining of the two rivers provided the only contour of relief. Across the bar, the Whangpoo took on an unguinous yellow tint, and the lighter pushed into the upstream traffic. Tugs plowed forward at the head of barge strings laden with sand, gravel, and coal. Laundry flapped from the lee rails of sailing junks whose brown, patch-bespeckled sails, stayed by lengths of split bamboo, held the breeze like the wings of tattered dragons. Small wooden sampans coasted in the shallows, their decks choked with agricultural produce. The people aboard—whole families, it seemed—screamed curses as they shipped wakes trailing from the larger vessels. Bond cringed as the lighter steamed past an anchored “honey barge” awaiting the tide’s ebb, heaped to its putrid gunwales with Shanghai “night soil.”

Evidence of unruly commerce quickened as they churned upstream. Within a few miles, warehouses, known as “godowns” in the commercial parlance of the Far East, appeared, lining both sides of the river, windowless, four-story brick structures streaked with dirt and grime. Giraffe-necked cranes nodded over the godown docks, heaving cargoes into rust-streaked steamers. Work gangs loaded smaller items at the tie-ups of junks and sampans. All along both waterfronts, cars, trucks, carts, and wheelbarrows battled through lines of blue-dungareed coolies staggering beneath preposterous burdens. Rooftops bristled with billboards touting products in English and Chinese. On the west shore, smoke plumes trailed from the trio of smokestacks above the Shanghai Power Company’s new Yangtzepoo generating station, paralleling similar cloud ribbons pouring from dozens of factory chimneys. It was a chaotic scene, industrial and gritty. There was nothing quaint or picturesque about it.

Ahead, the Whangpoo curled southeastward, and Bond caught sight of the massive buildings of the Shanghai Bund as they hove into view around the Pootung bend, one by one. It was the most famous cityscape east of Suez, a half-mile run of gray buildings along the downtown riverbank, and it was the core of Western imperial power in China. Architecturally, Bond couldn’t detect a shred of Chinese inspiration. He recognized the straight, art-deco lines of the Cathay Hotel, topped by a green pyramid; “Big Ching,” the clock tower rising from the center of the Maritime Customs Building; and the dome over the Hong Kong Shanghai Bank. The buildings were impressive rather than artistic, breathtaking before beautiful, and shot through with more than a trace of military gothic intimidation, but it was the nautical chaos of the river that commanded the most attention. Bond had never seen such a busy stretch of water. Merchants counted Shanghai as the world’s fifth-busiest port, but surely that ranking was based only on tonnage figures? In terms of sheer frenetic bustle, it was hard to imagine a greater profusion of vessels anywhere else in the world. Scores of craft plied the waterway: junks, sampans, barges, tugs, coastal steamers, freighters, lighters, men-of-war, and jaywalking ferries darting across the river perpendicular to the main flow of traffic. Bond’s lighter thrummed past Garden Bridge, the trestle spanning the mouth of Soochow Creek, and approached the Bund beneath flags flapping from the taffrails of the warships anchored in center stream. There were blue-water cruisers, destroyers, and corvettes, and shallow-draft gunboats down from their up-river patrol stations, and Bond recognized Britain’s Union Jack, the American Stars and Stripes, France’s Tricolor, the Japanese Rising Sun, and one that must have been the standard of Mussolini’s Italy. Decrepit sampans sculled in the waters alongside, poised to scuffle over galley orts ejected through the warships’ slop holes.

The lighter docked at a pontoon in front of Big Ching. Bond nervously plodded down the planks and into a shoving throng. Rickshaw men and cabbies pressed into his face demanding hire; hawkers cried their wares under greasy canvas awnings. A tram clattered past on rails laid in the street, cars fought traffic with blaring horns, and swarms of two-wheeled, man-pulled rickshaws wove through the commotion. Collapsed beggars thrust misshapen arms at passersby. Marine engines growled in the river. Bond looked around with no idea what to do.

A waving figure caught his eye. George Conrad Westervelt broke through the riverfront melee, and Bond shook his hand with visible relief. A car horn screamed, and a new-model Packard shoved past. Four enormous, stone-faced Caucasians stood on the running boards, their elbows crooked through holds mounted to the car top. The pair in front held pistols; the two beside the passenger windows had shoulder-slung tommy guns. Bond glimpsed a dark-suited Chinese in the rear seat. Cossacks, explained Westervelt, bodyguards for that rich Chinese. Thousands of White Russian refugees had flooded into Frenchtown since Lenin’s Bolsheviks seized power.

A short, pugnacious retired U.S. Navy captain nicknamed “Scrappy” by his Naval Academy classmates, George Conrad Westervelt was married to Bond’s first cousin, Rita Langhorne, and he’d brought Bond into the Curtiss Aeroplane and Motor Company two years before, in 1929. Bond had been hankering to get into aviation ever since Charles Lindbergh flew the Atlantic in the spring of 1927. At the time of Lindbergh’s flight, Bond was a job boss on a construction site in Ohio, the latest of scores of projects he’d overseen since returning home to Virginia from France at the end of the Great War. He’d built a lot of roads, railroad beds, and bridges, and earned himself an equity position in the company. Unfortunately, the work had lost its challenge. The projects would get bigger; they wouldn’t get any less routine. Lindbergh was different. Lindbergh demanded action. Lindbergh was nine years younger than William Bond, and he’d gone and done this great thing. Bond wasn’t a man who spent money on frivolities, but in the wake of Lindbergh, he paid cash money to a barnstorming pilot giving airplane rides from an Ohio cow pasture.

The pilot flew over Bond’s job site. Bond hadn’t expected the roadbed he was building to look so unimpressive. Aviation was changing the world every day, and he was laboring hidebound in Ohio, sweating or freezing or soaking with the seasons on dirty construction sites. Maybe it was time for a new direction. If he didn’t switch soon, he’d be stuck building roads and railroad beds for the rest of his life.

Bond wasn’t alone in perceiving aviation’s potential. The entire nation went airplane crazy after Lindbergh’s flight. It was as if everybody, all at once, realized aviation could reshape the world—and that fortunes would be made while it did. Wall Street big wheels claimed new technologies like radio and aviation altered the rules of commerce: Business would be done faster and better, new markets would open, old ones would expand, and profits would grow exponentially. Aviation companies helped lead the most glorious stock market gains in history. Speculators considered the Curtiss Aeroplane and Motor Company to have particularly fine prospects. With United Aircraft and Transport Company, the Aviation Corporation, and the Wright Aeronautical Corporation, Curtiss was one of four conglomerates fighting to dominate the new industry. Via its twenty affiliated companies, Curtiss had fingers in every aspect of the aviation pie. Not every division turned a profit. Indeed, most of them didn’t, but the industry was booming, and its future seemed limitless. Five times more civil airplanes were built in 1928 than in 1926. In 1928, Curtiss stock doubled. And then doubled again. Near the end of the year, Curtiss Company stock hit $192 per share, a spectacular gain from its 1924 price of $4.50. Airline operations expanded apace. From 1926 to 1928, domestic carriers like Western Air Express, Transcontinental Air Transport, National Air Transport, Eastern Air Lines, and Northwest Airways increased the nation’s route miles fivefold. Internationally, the recently founded Pan American Airways was growing from its humble Florida-to-Havana origins and beginning to cast airlines across the Caribbean into Central and South America. Aviation made headlines nearly every day.

William Bond spent 1928 mulling a career change. Once he’d examined the angles, it wasn’t a difficult decision to make. Bond saw his current project through to completion, resigned his position, sold his stake in the construction company, and began looking around for an opening. George Westervelt provided the entrée.

Westervelt had joined the Curtiss Company to supervise its aircraft factories, and in June of 1929, he was looking for a good man to investigate a troubled property, a million-dollar factory that one of Curtiss’s many sub-entities, Curtiss-Caproni, was building on the shores of the Chesapeake Bay, a few miles south of Baltimore, near Logan Field. The project had fallen far behind schedule. When Westervelt’s wife told him that her cousin wanted an aviation position, Westervelt asked Bond to take a look.

The factory was intended to build seaplanes for the Navy, and an admiral in starched summer whites toured Bond through the construction site. Bond could see right away that the job foreman couldn’t lead sailors to a brothel. After they completed their rounds, the admiral squared up to him and asked, “Could you finish this plant?”

“I’ve been an in-the-dirt guy all my life. Railroads, tunnels, roads. I’ve never built a factory.”

“I didn’t ask that. I asked if you could complete this job.”

“Yes, sir, I can add and subtract and read a schedule, and I guarantee I can do it better than this.”

Bond accepted the job without asking what he would be paid. First things first, he told himself: Get the job; get into aviation.

A few weeks after Bond started, Curtiss merged with Wright Aeronautic and Keystone Aircraft to form the Curtiss-Wright Corporation, and Bond had a job in America’s biggest aviation company. Unfortunately, the gilded expectations fueling the speculative ball didn’t jibe with data reporting back from the actual economy. Steel and iron production sagged; freight-car loadings drooped; home building fell; industrial production sank. The stock market wobbled in September and the first three weeks of October. Then, on Tuesday, October 29, 1929, prices collapsed, the most massive single-day meltdown in Wall Street history. Aviation stocks were among the hardest hit, and values continued to sink in subsequent trading sessions. Curtiss-Wright’s stock plummeted 70 percent.

The crash didn’t affect most Americans, since only one in forty owned stock. The bank failures that would turn a painful recession into the country’s worst depression remained two years into the future. Few people in 1929 saw the Wall Street fiasco and the economic slowdown as anything other than a normal downturn in the boom-and-bust cycle of American business. The year 1930 was bad, but not earth-shatteringly so. Unemployment ran at a little less than 9 percent. Gross national product slumped 12.7 percent, but it had dropped a whopping 24 percent in the 1921 recession and the nation had recovered quickly. For Curtiss-Wright, however, 1930 was an unmitigated disaster. It had yoked its fortunes to projections of massive expansion in all aspects of aviation, and the dip caught the company grossly overextended. Bond finished the Chesapeake Bay factory in the last half of 1930, but the plant sat idle, and he hung on there as a glorified caretaker. In his spare time, and he had lots, he took flying lessons. Curtiss-Caproni’s contract with the City of Baltimore mandated guaranteed utilities payments once the factory was complete. Bond took it upon himself to persuade the mayor to defer charges until the plant went into operation, an initiative that saved the company $30,000 (about $380,000 in modern dollars) and earmarked Bond as a man suited to greater responsibilities.

One of Curtiss-Wright’s cash wounds was in China, where it had sunk half a million dollars into a 45 percent stake in the China National Aviation Corporation (CNAC), an airline it held in partnership with Chiang Kai-shek’s three-and-a-half-year-old Nationalist government, part of Curtiss-Wright’s grandiose plan to circle the globe with its aviation network. The company owed another $585,000 toward the full capitalization of the airline, and the corporate leadership sent George Westervelt to the Orient to decide if they should continue to support it. (In aggregate, the company’s commitment would represent a modern investment of nearly $14 million.)

In China, Westervelt discovered a full manifest of operational and technical problems and a subtle force in the foreign community arrayed against the airline. Many expatriate businessmen actually wanted CNAC to fail. It was the first major partnership between Chinese and foreign interests in which the majority ownership was Chinese, and as such, it represented an implicit challenge to the comfortable status quo, in which such joint ventures were either fifty-fifty or had the foreigners in the driver’s seat. Westervelt decreed those obstacles surmountable. The most critical problem ran deeper: Infected by the outrageous disrespect most foreigners living in Shanghai manifested toward the Chinese, many of the Americans Curtiss-Wright shipped to China treated the airline’s Chinese employees with arrogance and overt prejudice, utterly disregarding the fact that the company was a partnership in which the Americans held the minority interest. In Westervelt’s estimation, the company’s long-term success would depend on its American personnel learning to treat the Chinese as equals. Curtiss-Wright needed a new man in China, someone who could lead by example and work with the Chinese as partners, treating them fairly and judging them on individual faults and merits rather than on the basis of racist stereotypes. Considering how much stock the Chinese culture placed on courtesy, the airline needed not only a man possessing common sense and business acumen, it needed one with good manners. Westervelt cabled New York and asked them to send William Bond.

To Bond, the offer came as a complete surprise. He didn’t know much about China except where to find it on a map. Nor, for that matter, did he know much of anything about airline operations. He also knew he couldn’t afford to stand pat in Baltimore. No job was more insecure than that of a man in charge of an idle factory. If he didn’t get himself into a more productive role, he’d soon find himself among America’s growing legion of unemployed. Besides, China might provide the adventure he’d been craving.

William Bond accepted the summons without hesitation.
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“YOU WON’T BE ABLE TO HANDLE THE PILOTS”

The Bonds were Virginians. William Langhorne Bond’s grandfather didn’t believe in slavery, and he didn’t believe in secession. He did, however, believe in Virginia, and he fought in the Confederate army during the Civil War. Although he returned to the ruins of Petersburg in the spring of 1865 with his limbs intact, the battlefields had gouged his soul. Grandfather Bond kept a bottle handy in the years after Appomattox, and his slide into an alcoholic abyss forced his eldest son—Thomas Baker Bond, William Bond’s father—to quit school at age fifteen to support his mother and seven younger siblings.

Some years later, the young man landed steady, if unspectacular, work with the British American Tobacco Company and married into the Langhorne clan, a well-bred but equally unmoneyed Virginia family.* Thomas Bond and Mary Langhorne had two sons, Alan, the older, and William Langhorne, born on November 12, 1893, whom they raised in a working-class Petersburg neighborhood a few hundred yards south of the Appomattox River, near the intersection of Adams and Washington streets. The young family attended Tabb Street Presbyterian Church. Thomas Bond had a hard life, but his two boys never heard him complain on any subject, not once, a rigid stoicism the old man expected of his sons. The Bonds never went hungry, but there wasn’t any privilege. They were Virginians, however, members of Thomas Jefferson’s natural aristocracy, and the Bond parents drilled their boys in good manners to ensure they’d grow up knowing how to behave in the company of kings.

Away from parental supervision, William Langhorne Bond led a much more sharp-elbowed existence. He was a red-haired, ruddy-faced, thickset boy who smiled with pursed lips, ashamed of his crooked teeth. The local boys called him “Chunky,” a nickname he despised. He and his brother shared a paper route, a prize much coveted by other neighborhood toughs, and the Bond brothers regularly had to fight to protect their rights to it, set-piece duels conducted with fisticuffs in empty lots. By the time he was twelve, William Bond knew how to throw and take a punch, and no number of bruises or bloody noses proved sufficient to oust the Bond brothers from their fief. They kept their paper route until the day they decided they’d outgrown it, but their roughness survived. An avid baseball player, William Bond could always be counted on to stick up for his teammates in a sandlot dustup.

“Chunky” didn’t survive childhood. Adolescence leaned him out, and it was a gamy, blue-eyed eighteen-year-old who graduated from public high school in 1911. Wearing his best Sunday shoes, William Bond stood about five feet ten inches tall. The family didn’t have money for college, and he wasn’t enough of a student to merit a scholarship, so like his brother before him, he entered the workforce in lieu of higher education, starting at Langhorne & Langhorne Construction, a heavy construction outfit on his mother’s side of the family that built tunnels, highways, railroads, and bridges. For the next six years, he slept in a lot of hotels, month-to-month apartments, and tent camps near job sites in the hills and coalfields of Appalachia, learning the trade from the bottom up.

Bond volunteered when the United States entered the Great European War in 1917. He joined Battery B of the 111th Field Artillery, the “Norfolk Light Artillery Blues,” in the Virginia National Guard, part of a Virginia contingent the Army banded together with troops from New Jersey, Maryland, and the District of Columbia to form the half-Northern, half-Southern “Blue and Gray” Twenty-ninth Division, a unit that paid a bloody toll for its piece of the Meuse-Argonne Offensive. The Army recognized young Bond’s leadership potential: his bone-deep honesty, his loathing of excuses, his admiration of elbow grease far more than casual genius, and how naturally he put the needs of his unit before his own. He was sent to an officer’s candidate course at a French military academy, and it was Lieutenant William Bond who debarked from the SS Orizaba at Newport News, Virginia, in April 1919. War hadn’t done to him what it did to his grandfather. Bond demobilized and went back to work.

In the ensuing eight years, the United States amended its constitution for the eighteenth time to prohibit the production, sale, or consumption of alcohol, and for the nineteenth time to give women the right to vote, and it weathered a sharp postwar recession. Labor unrest rattled the coal and railroad industries. Lenin’s Communists won the Russian Civil War. The Boston Red Sox sold Babe Ruth to the New York Yankees for $125,000, and he hit 54 home runs for the Yankees, shattering the record of 29 he’d set with Boston. James Joyce published Ulysses, and the U.S. Post Office burned five hundred copies of the “obscene” novel. The United States refused to join the League of Nations. Rudolph Valentino starred in wildly successful silent movies, and transcontinental airmail service began—planes flew the mail in daylight, trains carried it after dark, and it crossed the country in seventy-two hours. Incarcerated after his failed “Beer Hall Putsch,” Adolf Hitler wrote his autobiography, Mein Kampf. Al Capone battled the O’Banion gang for control of the Chicago underworld, and Gene Tunney beat Jack Dempsey for the heavyweight boxing championship. Henry Luce published the first issue of Time magazine, F. Scott Fitzgerald penned The Great Gatsby, and Ernest Hemingway championed the World War’s “Lost Generation” in his novel The Sun Also Rises.

William Bond worked construction through all of it, six days a week, like most employed Americans. At night, after work, he listened to music, comedy, news, and drama on the radio. Saturday nights, he attended the moving pictures, and on Sundays baseball doubleheaders if he had a job site near major or minor league cities. Bond wasn’t a moralist, he was a “wet,” and after work he felt free to raise an illegal tipple. And he stayed single. He made a decent living, but his work bounced him around between job sites. Perhaps he was too busy to woo the right sort of girl; perhaps he didn’t think he could provide the stability a good woman deserved; perhaps he just hadn’t met the right one. Whatever the case, Bond was a bachelor when the Captain, as Westervelt was known, called him to Asia in 1931.

The first company employee Bond met in Shanghai was Operations Manager Harry Smith, who took Bond aside for a private warning. “Don’t take a lease on a house or buy any furniture. We’ll be out of here inside six months,” he cautioned.

Bond smothered his anger. He didn’t appreciate the defeatism. Bond’s capacity to forgive was infinite if he felt a man was giving maximum effort. He had little sympathy for those who weren’t doing their best, and he sincerely doubted Smith had any visceral understanding of economic conditions back home, or he’d have been a whole lot less sanguine about the prospect of unemployment. Bond had already made up his mind that the China National Aviation Corporation wouldn’t fail, not on his watch.

While Westervelt remained in China, Bond kept himself in the Captain’s shadow, trying to learn as much as he could about air operations, China, and Shanghai, which surely had the strangest municipal arrangement the world had ever known.

Perched near China’s eastern edge, looming over the mouth of the Yangtze, Shanghai had been the vanguard of change in China ever since its founding, but in its stunning contrasts of wealth and poverty, freebooting capitalism and calcified classism, and state-of-the-art industry and Jazz Age glitter that played against the canvas of four thousand years of Chinese tradition and values, the city reflected the tensions that would torture China throughout its struggle to modernize. It was the newest place in China, only ninety years old. Before that, the area that had grown into modern Shanghai was a swamp lying beyond the walls of the obscure Chinese city of Nantao. Western merchants had been trading with China since the 1550s, but for the first three of those four centuries most of the trade was conducted through the tiny Portuguese colony of Macau and the port of Canton on China’s south coast. “Trade” was perhaps the wrong word, however; initially, China wouldn’t accept anything except silver for the teas, silks, and porcelains the foreigners coveted, one-sided commerce that steadily leeched bullion from European treasuries. Near the beginning of the nineteenth century, British traders reversed the flow of silver when they discovered China’s extraordinary appetite for opium. They made phenomenal profits selling opium illegally in China—for cash silver—but the drug trade caused a host of ills within the Middle Kingdom. In the late 1830s, the Manchu court acted to eradicate the commerce, hitting hard at English balance sheets. In what became known as “the First Opium War,” England sent a fleet to the Far East in 1839 and abused Chinese positions until the Chinese sued for peace in 1842.

The peace settlement forced the Chinese to cede the uninhabited island of Hong Kong “in perpetuity,”† pay a large indemnity, and open five “treaty ports” to trade—one of which was the marshy land outside Nantao that would become Shanghai. Britain adroitly inserted a “most-favored nation” clause into a supplemental agreement signed in 1843, guaranteeing that any political or economic concession China granted to other foreign powers would automatically extend to British subjects. In turn, the United States and France forced treaties on China in 1844, and in them both countries insisted on becoming “most-favored nations,” just like the British. It was a very astute arrangement, for it prevented China from playing the foreign nations against each other—any favor granted to one automatically extended to them all.

The Occidental incursions weren’t the only problems faced by the Manchu dynasty. In the 1850s and ’60s, three massive internal rebellions shook the throne. Muslims in the northwest provinces revolted, Nian bandits marauded from bases south of the Yellow River, and Hong Xiuquan, a failed Confucian scholar convinced he was the younger brother of Jesus Christ, proclaimed the “Taiping Heavenly Kingdom” and marched from south China into the Yangtze Valley at the head of an enormous band of followers. The “Taipings” established a capital at Nanking, and the civil war they fought with the Manchus may have killed as many as twenty million people. Opportunistically, the British, the Americans, and the French pressed for treaty revision. The British used a supposedly illegal search of a trading vessel as another pretext for war, and the “Second Opium War” (1858–60) was just as one-sided as the First. Britain dictated additional accords to complete the framework of the “treaty system” that governed China’s relationship with foreign nations, and although China never appeared on the map as any country’s colonial possession, the system cut significant chunks of commercial, social, and foreign-policy sovereignty from Chinese control. It was, in fact, the ultimate colonial arrangement: It allowed the foreign powers to leech the maximum economic juice from China without incurring much administrative responsibility.
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The foreign traders headquartered in Shanghai managed to do themselves one better. British and American merchants merged their Shanghai fiefs into the “International Settlement” in 1863 and vested authority in a “Shanghai Municipal Council” elected by treaty-power taxpayers, which had the effect of removing foreign Shanghai from Chinese and home-country control. The French held their concession apart and managed it through their colonial administration in Indochina, but governed at such a long remove from Paris, it wasn’t precisely a colony, either. The Western powers tolerated the arrangements, and protected them with military might, because Shanghai made such astonishing gobs of money.

Quick to recognize the advantage of living at arm’s distance from their country’s turmoil, Chinese “immigrants” flocked to the foreign concessions. By 1872, Chinese constituted the majority of the Settlement’s population and paid the lion’s share of its taxes. They remained disenfranchised, but they were freed from arbitrary taxation and Manchu tyranny, Western firepower protected them from China’s internal strife, and, most crucially, their property rights were respected.

Understandably, China loathed the “treaty rights,” which, among many indignities, forced the Chinese people to tolerate Christian missionaries spreading an alien religion in their communities, foreign gunboats patrolling their inland waterways, and, perhaps most onerous of all, the right of “extraterritoriality,” a legalistic mouthful abridged to “extrality,” which held that citizens of the treaty powers weren’t subject to Chinese law, regardless of the crimes they might commit on Chinese soil. Foreigners compounded the insults by behaving badly. Most were abominably rude, many were downright abusive, and they saw it as their right to live and work in China. A strong, unified China would waste little time ridding itself of the detested arrangement, but the nation was far too weak to do so. The Manchu dynasty staggered forward, torn between the desire to cling to traditional customs and values and the overwhelming need to modernize if the country were to regain its lost sovereignty.

New menaces appeared toward the end of the nineteenth century. To the north, the Russian Czar began casting acquisitive eyes toward Mongolia and Manchuria, and west, across the China Sea, the island nation of Japan emerged from centuries of isolation and embarked on a disciplined program of modernization, industrialization, and militarization designed to make her a world power. Japanese nationalists dreamed of subjugating China into a colonial relationship such as Great Britain enjoyed in India.

Resurgent Japan took her first nibble in 1894. China had traditionally enjoyed preeminence in Korea, but when a rebellion menaced the Korean throne, both nations rushed forces to the peninsula, and Japan’s newly modernized military crushed the Chinese. Among many painful concessions, the peace settlement granted Japan the full slate of treaty rights accorded Western nations—one of which made her yet another “most-favored nation.”

Japan’s victory exacerbated Chinese frustration and xenophobia, and just before the turn of the twentieth century, a violently antiforeign spiritual movement called “the Fists of Righteous Harmony”—dubbed “Boxers” by the foreign press—sprang up in north China and massacred some two hundred Christian missionaries and about twenty thousand of their Chinese converts. British, French, Russian, German, Japanese, and American regiments crushed the rebellion, killing thousands. Foreign forces occupied Peking.

A few years later, in 1904–5, Japan and Russia fought a war over control of Korea. Japan’s decisive victory secured her suzerainty over the Korean Peninsula, greatly increased her influence in Manchuria, and put her on equal footing with the Western powers in the Orient. Japan had modernized and China had not, and China’s failure kept her sprawled under the foreign heel. Attempting to spark change, a spontaneous anti-Manchu revolt spread across China in late 1911. The leading figure in the “Revolutionary Alliance,” Dr. Sun Yat-sen, was elected provisional president of a Chinese republic, and the dowager empress abdicated, ending two thousand years of imperial rule. Republican dreams died quickly, however. Sun Yat-sen didn’t prove capable of consolidating power, his government disintegrated, and he fled to Japan. China slipped into chaos, carved apart by regional warlords, each of whom paid lip service to a larger “China” but in reality ran his fief strictly for personal aggrandizement as they fought civil wars among themselves.

As in other periods of internal turmoil, the anarchy of the teens and twenties was Shanghai’s boon. Rich Chinese flocked into the foreign settlements to secure their assets under the aegis of Western firepower. Peasants who lost their landholdings and refugees from the constant strife provided an endless reservoir of cheap labor. Silk filatures, brickworks, cotton mills, cement works, flour mills and noodle factories, paper mills, printing presses, metal smelters, tobacco factories, chemical refineries, shipyards, and munitions plants took root along the Whangpoo waterfronts. Banking institutions latched on to the industrial expansion, and Shanghai grew into a city of incredible wealth and unimaginable poverty, glittering nightlife and constant hunger, lazy indolence and ceaseless toil. The Shanghai proletariat slaved twelve and fourteen hours a day, seven days a week, twelve straight months, with only a day or two off to celebrate the Chinese New Year. Unscrupulous foremen demanded kickbacks as job-security payments. The cogs of unshielded machinery chewed off workers’ fingers, rotten boilers scalded their skin, and lead, mercury, and chromium poisoned their bodies. Anyone sick, injured, or otherwise unable to work was almost inevitably reduced to begging. Thousands upon thousands of poorly fed people lived packed into unhealthy tenements and shanties, and the average life span of a Chinese living in greater Shanghai was twenty-seven years. Like mushrooms in manure, opium sales, gambling, prostitution, and organized crime flourished amid the suffering. A local aphorism described Shanghai as a thin band of heaven riding a thick slice of hell, and the iniquitous city inspired an American missionary to write that “if God allows Shanghai to exist, he owes an apology to Sodom and Gomorrah.” It was, without doubt, the world’s most merciless city, and it provided fertile revolutionary soil. In 1921, a dozen Marxists convened the first plenary meeting of the Chinese Communist Party in a girls’ school in the French Concession; one of the twelve was an ambitious young delegate from Hunan Province named Mao Tse-tung. Intellectually appealing and promising better life to China’s downtrodden masses, the movement flourished.

Returning from Japan, Sun Yat-sen reassembled the shards of his Chinese Nationalist People’s Revolutionary Party, the Kuomintang, in Canton. By 1922, he was being aided by Chiang Kai-shek, a dark-eyed thirty-five-year-old who had risen through the violent, mercenary gutters of the Shanghai underworld. Hoping a united China would mitigate the threat Japan posed to Soviet Siberia, Moscow brokered an alliance between the Kuomintang Nationalist Party and the Chinese Communists, and although there was massive divergence between their long-run visions for China, they did share common ground—both saw the crying need to unify and modernize the country under a strong central government. Sun Yat-sen died in March 1925, and Chiang Kai-shek became one of the Kuomintang’s leaders. A year later, he led the Nationalist Army north from Canton. He captured the tri-cities of Hankow, Hanyang, and Wuchang (modern Wuhan) and marched on Shanghai, where the Communists organized massive strikes to pave the way for his arrival, but Chiang had decided his wing of the party, drifting rightward, couldn’t continue collaborating with the Communists on its leftward edge. He betrayed the strike leaders to his reactionary connections in the Shanghai Green Gang, a prime power in the city’s underworld, and Green Gang assassins gunned down hundreds of left-wingers as they took to the streets. The army arrived and continued the purge. Thousands of Communists died in the treachery they came to know as “the White Terror” or “the Feast of Heads.”

Chiang allied himself with one of China’s wealthiest families in 1927 by marrying Soong Mei-ling, the younger sister of Sun Yat-sen’s widow, having agreed to study Christianity to placate Mei-ling’s mother’s objections to her daughter marrying an unchristian divorcé known to keep concubines. Besotted by Chiang’s supposed conversion and by his scourging of the godless Communists, American missionaries returned glowing reports about him to their stateside parishes. After the wedding, Chiang Kai-shek drove his army to Peking. The northern warlords made great protestations of fealty, and Chiang Kai-shek changed the name of Peking, “Northern Capital,” to Peiping, or “Northern Peace.” The Nationalist Government of China was formally proclaimed in Nanking, “Southern Capital,” in October 1928, and by year’s end, the green and gold gear-wheel banner of the Kuomintang flew over China from Indochina to the Amur River. Chiang declared that the Kuomintang would rule autocratically for a period of “tutelage” while its benevolent leadership cultivated Chinese democracy.

National political reality was much less monolithic, like the Kuomintang itself. Chiang’s right wing held control through an unsteady balance of delicate alliances and personal allegiances, and he faced a multiplicity of conflicts in his struggle to establish his brand of the Kuomintang as China’s new ruling dynasty: with recalcitrant warlords in the far-flung provinces, with the Communists whose bitter enmity he’d earned with the White Terror betrayals, with the foreign privilege ensconced in the unequal treaties, and with the increasingly belligerent Japanese.

Every aspect of Chinese society needed modernization. One of Chiang’s biggest handicaps was the nation’s atrocious transportation networks. “China is one of the largest countries in the world,” Chiang pronounced at a conference, “but owing in no small degree to the lack of communications facilities, she is not yet thoroughly unified.” Railroads and highways took years to build and required immense capital investment. Air travel offered a quick-fix alternative at much lower cost, and in 1929 and 1930 the Nationalist government sponsored the creation of a pair of airlines. One, the Eurasia Aviation Corporation, was formed with the German Lufthansa. The other was the China National Aviation Corporation, in partnership with Curtiss-Wright.

Taken together when William Bond reached China in 1931, Shanghai’s French Concession and the International Settlement covered 12.66 square miles, about half the size of Manhattan. Some one million people lived in the concessions, including about 60,000 foreigners, half of whom were Japanese. Among the polyglot remainder were approximately 9,000 British and 3,500 Americans. Officially uncounted were 22,000 stateless White Russian refugees. Around two million Chinese lived in greater Shanghai outside the settlements, bringing the total into the neighborhood of three million, and, in effect, making Shanghai the fifth- or sixth-largest city in the world, behind London, New York, Tokyo, Berlin, and, possibly, Chicago.

As a new arrival, Bond received a steady stream of invitations to teas, parties, dances, and dinners, and he quickly found his place among the silk buyers, cotton tycoons, cigarette peddlers, opium dealers, speculators, refugees, fugitives, arms merchants, land barons, shipping magnates, insurance salesmen, bank executives, oil company officials, sewing machine salesmen, consular, Navy, and Marine Corps men, and other Westerners who made up foreign Shanghai. Bond’s new friends proposed and accepted him for membership at the Columbia Country Club and the American Club, the former a sporting facility on the outskirts of Frenchtown with fourteen tennis courts, a softball diamond, a beautifully arcaded outdoor swimming pool, squash, handball, and badminton courts, a six-lane bowling alley, and a Spanish Revival clubhouse with a wide veranda for dining, cocktails, and dancing. The American Club was more of a businessman’s institution, a six-story Georgian construction at 209 Foochow Road, a few blocks behind the Bund in the heart of the International Settlement’s downtown, and although the club’s lobby reminded most visitors of a well-decorated hospital, Bond enjoyed its relaxed, convivial atmosphere. It had a dining room, a reading room, a card and mahjong room, a billiards salon, and a bowling alley in the basement. The club’s bar occupied most of the ground floor, and it always seemed full of gregarious young men eager to shake hands and raise a glass or two, which was legal in China, thank God, and should the alcohol raise the dander of a man’s other passions, a few blocks farther along Foochow Road, at number 726, Hui Le Li—“the Lane of Lingering Happiness”—branched into a warren of opium dens, gambling establishments, and singsong houses where the temporary affections of a Chinese girl could be had for a smile and a few silver dollars. Shanghai had nightclubs, restaurants, cabarets, jazz clubs, horse races, dog tracks, and parties for tea, dinner, and tiffin (as lunch was known in the Far East), but despite the temptations and the frantic social whirl, Bond’s primary occupation was work. It was a commercial city; people toiled hard.

Captain Westervelt left China at the end of May 1931, vesting Bond’s authority, and Bond went to see his new superior, CNAC’s Chinese managing director, the airline’s top official, a Kuomintang general named Ho Chi-wu, whose brother was minister of war. (English-speaking airline employees invariably referred to the managing director as “the MD.”) Speaking through an interpreter, Bond asked permission to fire Harry Smith, the doomsaying operations manager, and take over Smith’s job himself, a consolidation of two positions that would save the airline money.

The general considered the proposal. “Those are your decisions to make, Mr. Bond,” he pronounced.

Bond gave Harry Smith two months’ pay to soften the blow and fired him as one of his first official acts.

“You won’t be able to handle the pilots,” Smith predicted. “You won’t last sixty days.”

“They won’t give me any trouble,” Bond countered. “I’ll treat them like gentlemen, and if they don’t respond to that, their problem will be how to get along with me.”


* Two Langhorne womenfolk were destined for wide fame. Irene Langhorne married American artist Charles Dana Gibson and helped breathe life into his wildly popular “Gibson Girl” drawings and paintings celebrating a healthy, outdoorsy, broad-shouldered, narrow-waisted, luscious, busty, active brand of American beauty that flew in the face of wan European conceptions—conceptions that Irene’s sister Nancy assaulted directly by marrying Britain’s Lord Astor, and, as Lady Nancy Astor, becoming the first woman elected to Parliament to take her seat in the House of Commons.

† The British received Hong Kong Island in the treaty settling the First Opium War, and Kowloon in 1860, following their victory in the Second Opium War, both “in perpetuity.” The New Territories were added to the colony on a ninety-nine-year lease in 1898. The looming expiration of that lease motivated Britain to return sovereignty of the colony to China in 1997. The New Territories made up more than 85 percent of Hong Kong’s area, and by the late twentieth century the colony wasn’t independently viable without it.
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“THIS AIRLINE IS A PARTNERSHIP”

Bond called a meeting of the airline’s American personnel. He introduced himself as operations manager and explained why he’d sacked Smith. Next, he addressed two primary problems. “First is the damage raucous behavior does to the company image. You cannot be boisterous in the clubs and expect people to want to fly with you. Second, most of you seem to feel that treating the Chinese with common sense and courtesy means being superior and patronizing as hell. That will not do. This airline is a partnership. I expect you to start treating our Chinese partners accordingly.”

Bond asked for questions. There were none.

He took up his new duties with relish. Vice President in Charge of Operations of an airline was exactly the sort of job he’d envisioned when he quit construction. He cut annual operating costs by U.S. $32,000 ($447,000 in modern dollars) and replaced American personnel who couldn’t adjust to his philosophy of partnership with more cooperative and respectful men. On the asset side of the ledger, Bond counted chief mechanic O. C. Wilke and his half-dozen American pilots, led by chief pilot Ernest “Allie” Allison, who’d been flying since 1917 and had come to China with Curtiss-Wright’s initial cohort in 1929. Allie and Bond were about the same age and height, but Allie was a much more powerfully built, formidable-looking man with a toothbrush mustache and a gruff bark. During the World War, he’d flown patrols along the Mexican border and served as an instructor for the Army Flying Service. Demobilized, he barnstormed around Philadelphia, and in 1920 he joined the United States Post Office’s fledgling airmail service. Allison flew the airmail for seven years, pioneering air commerce and night flying alongside another young, then obscure aviator—his close friend Charles Augustus Lindbergh. By mid-1931, Allison had fourteen years of flying experience and more than eight thousand hours of air time in his logbook. Away from the airport, he was a warm, good-humored man; on duty, his pilots seldom saw him smile. Bond appreciated him as one of the world’s most dependable aviators, and although the airline kept its head office a block behind the Bund in the International Settlement’s downtown, Bond and Allison spent most of their time at Lunghwa Airport, near a thousand-year-old pagoda five miles south of town. It was a primitive facility on the banks of the Whangpoo River, where the airline had a hangar and some offices next to a runway and a ramp down which its seaplanes rolled into the greasy stream.

Through the middle of 1931, the two men pushed to extend service from Hankow through the Yangtze Gorges to Chungking, principal city of Szechwan, the most important interior province. They flew often to Hankow in one of the airline’s six Loening Air Yachts, an ungainly biplane flying boat knit together by an intricate crosshatch of struts and wires, whose hull, slung beneath wings and fuselage with all the grace of an afterthought, protruded in front of the propeller and curled up at the toe like an elf’s shoe. The Loening carried half a dozen passengers and cargo in a small cabin framed between hull and fuselage. The pilot and copilot sat side by side in an open cockpit over the passengers’ heads, directly behind a single radial engine installed as high as possible to prevent the propeller from fouling the water. The plane cruised at about one hundred miles an hour (pilots said it had a built-in headwind), the cabin was so drafty passengers practically had to tie their hats in place, and water poured through its seams during takeoff and landing, but the Loening Air Yacht was rugged and dependable and economical to operate, crucial characteristics for an airline to consider if it hoped to do business successfully in China, and for a profit. China had few airports, but many rivers, and any flat-water stretch could serve as a base for flying boats, or, in a pinch, as an emergency landing strip. The Loenings were therefore the airline’s prime moneymakers, moving passengers and mail up and down Route One, the Yangtze, the company’s backbone as well as China’s.

Aloft, flying inland, Bond took much comfort from the great river, an ever-welcoming landing strip, his twenty-ninth psalm—the voice of the Lord upon the waters. So new to Asia, he didn’t yet comprehend the river’s capacity for devastation. Far to the west, an unusually large snowfall melted under 1931’s summer sun. Monsoon rainfall poured into the river’s upper reaches, and deluges soaked its major tributary valleys. The Yangtze swelled, topped its dikes, and inundated a landmass the size of New York State, drowning tens of thousands of peasants. From altitude, the flood’s havoc was impossible to comprehend. Reflections of cloud and sky shimmered on the surface of what looked like a large, peaceful lake. Only flying low could Bond make out the roofs of submerged villages and the bodies of drowned peasants bobbing in stagnant water. Hungry families floated listlessly on crude rafts tethered to rooftops and gawked at the passing airplanes. Days passed, then weeks. The disaster was so widespread there seemed nowhere to dent it. Only in the normal riverbed was the water deep enough for large vessels, and survivors were too scattered for large-scale relief. People starved to death in their rafts or on hilltop islands. Disease claimed untold thousands of others. Different sources touted divergent figures, but it hardly mattered; the numbers beggared imagination, and the awful truth was that nobody really knew how many people were lost, nor was there any way of knowing. China was like a whip. Fluctuation at the handle caused massive devastation among the millions of marginal lives at the tip. At a minimum, 145,000 people vanished, swept away and drowned, and a like number died from starvation and disease. Some 25 million people lost their homes. The calamity starkly demonstrated the fragility of life in China to Bond, while simultaneously revealing an aspect of the nation’s strength—in its aftermath, life returned to normal with surprising speed.

Bond spent the rest of the year organizing the inception of air service from Hankow to Chungking, on the Yangtze River above its famous gorges, solidifying service on the rest of Route One, trying to spark up Route Two from Shanghai to Peiping, and laboring to keep the company’s cash flowing in black ink. Although he wasn’t successful in either of the last two endeavors, the gradual expansion of airline operations did materially contribute to China’s political unification, knitting the profoundly provincial country’s government and business practices closer to the Nationalist power base in Nanking and the lower Yangtze valley.

Nothing was more certain to ruin Japanese dreams of dominating Asia than a monolithic, modernized China, and with Chiang Kai-shek consolidating power, Japanese expansionists felt the time ripe to tear a chunk from the mainland, before the country became too strong to subjugate. The Japanese kept a force called the Kwantung Army in Manchuria to garrison the railroad concession won from the Russians in the 1904–5 war. On the night of September 18, 1931, a small bomb exploded under the railroad tracks in Mukden, a supposedly anti-Japanese attack that caught the Kwantung Army in a curious state of readiness—it occupied the city in less than eleven hours. Japanese reinforcements poured over the Korean frontier and seized all three Manchurian provinces.

Four days after “the Manchurian Incident,” but unrelated to it, Britain defaulted on her gold payments, devastating the international gold standard and sparking bank runs in the United States. Nearly 2,300 American banks collapsed, dropping the nation into the worst economic abyss it had ever known. Gripped by such catastrophe, the United States cleaved to its isolationist tradition, and left to go it alone, the European League of Nations couldn’t muster the will to take meaningful action against the Japanese aggression. Patriotic Chinese hit back the best way they knew how—by boycotting Japanese goods and businesses, which did immense damage to Japanese financial interests. Chiang Kai-shek didn’t feel strong enough to provoke full-scale confrontation, but the quasi-independent Nineteenth Route Army marched into Shanghai in the last week of January to give teeth to the boycott.* At midnight on January 29, 1932, Japanese marines attacked Chinese positions under an intense barrage fired from warships in the Whangpoo. CNAC made one last round-trip flight from Shanghai to Nanking and suspended service. Chinese infantrymen fought like devils in Shanghai’s rubbled streets, but furious Japanese attacks and the weight of their naval gunfire and airpower gradually pushed them back. The fighting paralyzed river traffic and shut down the Shanghai-Nanking Railroad. Hating the idea of letting Japanese aggression dictate airline operations, Bond worried at managing director General Ho through eight days of combat, and finally, on February 8, was allowed to resume service. Bond had the planes flying the next day, and CNAC flew right over the problems, washing away any doubts about what civil aviation could do for China.

Both sides reinforced, and the fighting fronts extended northward. The mini-war fizzled in early March, having devastated many square miles of Shanghai’s northern districts and killed some fifteen thousand civilians. Yet Shanghai made up in vigor what it lacked in moral fiber and quickly rebuilt the destroyed areas.

The China National Aviation Corporation survived 1932 under Bond’s leadership, operating only its Route One up the Yangtze from Shanghai to Chungking. Politically, the Kuomintang consolidated power, struggled against the Chinese Communists, and howled in protest when Japan created the independent nation of “Manchuko” from the three Manchurian provinces. Toward the end of the year, elements of the Japanese Kwantung Army edged toward Jehol, one of the two provinces above the Great Wall that it didn’t already control. Considering the threat, Bond thought the time opportune to establish CNAC’s Route Two from Shanghai and Nanking to Tientsin and Peiping using the half-dozen single-engine, high-winged Stinson Detroiter monoplanes he and Allison hadn’t yet been able to get into consistent revenue-producing service.† In Bond’s mind, air communications would bind the northern provinces more tightly to the core of the nation. Realistically, however, the airline was barely covering its operating costs with the money it earned in the Yangtze valley. Bond didn’t want to risk depleting its minuscule cushion by establishing a new line, and he couldn’t solicit a subsidy through his Ministry of Communications contacts—they’d already refused too many times. However, he had a new weapon in his arsenal who he hoped would help him take a different tack: M. Y. Tong, an executive at the Bank of Canton.

Tong spoke fluent English, having attended university in the United States. He and Bond were about the same age, shared many common interests, and they’d formed a genuine friendship. They played tennis and dined together regularly, and Bond appreciated the many insights into Chinese politics and culture his new friend provided. Tong had a ready wit that played well off Bond’s drier humor, but he was a different man at the Bank of Canton, known to cynics as “T. V. Soong’s bank,” where Tong served as Soong’s straitlaced right-hand man.

Bond didn’t think there was a better-connected man in China than Soong Tse-ven—T. V. Soong—the Kuomintang finance minister, whose three sisters were every bit as influential as he was: Soong Ai-ling, wife of H. H. Kung, the president of the Legislative Yuan; Soong Ching-ling, widow of Sun Yat-sen, father of the Chinese revolution; and Soong Mei-ling, the beautiful and glamorous wife of China’s Generalissimo, known the world over as Madame Chiang Kai-shek. Japan’s effective employment of airpower in the “Shanghai Incident” the previous year had converted Soong into a staunch proponent of China’s aviation development. Bond was reluctant to approach M. Y. Tong hat in hand, asking to be bridged across to T. V. Soong, but he felt the escalating developments in north China warranted emergency action.

Beyond that, the situation provided an opening for Bond to pursue what was, to him, a more important goal: to engage the Chinese government more closely in the development of its commercial aviation. Tong agreed to query Soong on Bond’s behalf, and a small, temporary subsidy was granted the next day. Bond might have been able to establish the line without it, but he’d gotten what he really wanted—a toehold in the top echelon of China’s governmental power.

Bond and chief pilot Ernie Allison sparked up the new line in the winter of 1933, and it progressed smoothly. William Bond met a new aviation man in Shanghai that February, probably over American Club martinis. His name was Harold M. Bixby, from St. Louis, Missouri, and he’d come to the Orient as an “aviation missionary” for Pan American Airways. Like Bond, Bixby was of average height, but Bixby was tomato-pole thin and seldom filled his suit. He was forty-two years old, two and a half years older than Bond, with a gaunt, lined face, a small, neat mustache, and wire-rimmed glasses. Both men had been businessmen before converting to aviation, although as an Amherst graduate and a former bank vice president, Harold Bixby was much more of an establishment type. Bixby had also made a crucial contribution to the most famous American aviation achievement since Kitty Hawk—his Saint Louis University Club cabal financed Charles Lindbergh’s transatlantic
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