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			PINYIN NAMES AND PLACES

			For reasons of consistency, this book uses the pinyin system of translating Chinese proper names into the Roman alphabet, a convention that was adopted in China in the 1950s and that has been in standard use in the West since the 1980s. However, during World War II and throughout the first half of the twentieth century, when the events described herein were occurring, Westerners datelined these events from places known by names transliterated under the nineteenth-century Wade-Giles system. Some important place names, such as Hong Kong and Shanghai—the latter being China’s largest city then, as now—remained unchanged. Likewise, Kunming, the first home of the Flying Tigers in China during World War II, is still known by that name.

			Other city names, such as Nanking and Chungking, which became Nanjing and Chongqing, changed recognizably. However, others changed significantly. China’s great southern metropolis, previously known as Canton, is now Guangzhou. Loi-Wing (or Loiwing) on the border with Burma, which was the location of an aircraft assembly and repair facility established by Curtiss-Wright and a base used by the Flying Tigers, is now Lei Yun.

			One of the more complicated examples of a name change is that of China’s ancient and modern capital, which is known under the pinyin system as Beijing. From the fifteenth century, the time of the Ming Dynasty, it was known in the West as Peking, meaning “Northern Kingdom.” When Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government moved the capital to Nanjing (then Nanking) in 1927, Peking was renamed as Peiping, meaning “Northern Peace.” Ironically, the years during which it was known by this name were among the least peaceful in its history. As datelined in the West, it became Peking again after World War II.

			Meanwhile, when it comes to the country to which the Flying Tigers were first deployed before going into China, there is still an ongoing discussion over the use of the term “Burma,” by which it was known internationally until the 1980s, versus “Myanmar,” the name adopted officially late in the twentieth century, but still not used universally, even within the country. We have chosen to stay with “Burma,” the name in use at the time in which this narrative takes place. Likewise, we use the term “Rangoon” for its capital, a city now known as Yangon.

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			Who Are These Flying Tigers?

			The victories of these Americans over the rice paddies of Burma are comparable in character, if not in scope, with those won by the RAF over the hop fields of Kent in the Battle of Britain.

			—WINSTON CHURCHILL

			They seemed to materialize out of nowhere at a time when the American people, stunned by the horrible defeat at Pearl Harbor, yearned in vain for news that Americans somewhere in the world were striking back against the Axis. In December 1941, the headlines were filled with grim reports of the backbone of the American fleet at the bottom of Pearl Harbor and an American air force destroyed on the ground in the Philippines. Suddenly, there were reports of American fighter pilots sweeping Japanese bombers from the skies over China. Few in America had heard of them, and the question was asked, Who are these Flying Tigers?

			As with the fighter pilots of the Royal Air Force who had saved the United Kingdom during the Battle of Britain to whom Churchill compared them, the Flying Tigers would become a heroic symbol at a historically dark moment.

			Today, the Flying Tigers endure as probably the best-known American fighter aircraft group in history. Their name still resonates in the historical memory of World War II, just as the image of their shark-faced P-40s is an essential icon of American airpower in that conflict.

			Their well-justified fame is entirely out of proportion to their numbers. Churchill compared them to the heroes of the RAF about whom he had said “never was so much owed by so many to so few.” The Flying Tigers were also a “few”—indeed, a much, much fewer “few,” a few so few that today it is incomprehensible that an outfit that could put fewer than a dozen warplanes into the sky on a good day could have been so effective. Over China, the Japanese estimated that they were opposed by about three hundred Flying Tigers, but the tenacious Americans rarely had more than a tenth of that number of aircraft in flyable condition, and many fewer in action in any given battle.

			Like Alexander the Great and a mere handful of heroes and heroic units throughout military history, the Flying Tigers were never defeated in combat. They fought about fifty major aerial battles against hugely lopsided odds and never lost one. They were usually outnumbered by more than four to one, and yet they routinely emerged from combat without a loss. They are confirmed to have shot down well over two hundred enemy aircraft, but they probably downed close to twice that number, never mind those they destroyed on the ground. Meanwhile, only ten Flying Tigers were lost in combat, and only three were captured.

			Because they so long ago achieved such lasting fame, it is hard to imagine that they were in action for only seven months, and so early in the war. Their amazing exploits had already been headlines for four months when Jimmy Doolittle bombed Tokyo. Because of their place in the pantheon of great American military organizations, it is hard to imagine that they did not wear the uniform of any American service. They were not so much soldiers as soldiers of fortune.

			To call them outlaws would come close to being the truth, as their very existence teetered on the edge of noncompliance with existing neutrality laws. They came into existence because President Franklin Delano Roosevelt anxiously wanted to help save China from the Japanese war machine that had captured most of China’s major cities, had killed millions of innocent people, and had ravaged China’s capital in the infamous “Rape of Nanking.”

			The Flying Tigers came into being because a chain-smoking former US Army pilot with a face that seemed to have been cut from worn leather with a dull knife convinced Roosevelt that he had a plan. Claire Lee Chennault, the man with the plan, had been serving as a consultant to the Chinese Air Force for four years and had the ear of Chiang Kai-shek. He had a crazy idea of a “foreign legion” of American fighter pilots in China skies, and the president liked it.

			The idea was crazy because this was in the early days of 1941, and the United States was not a declared combatant in World War II, nor yet at war with the Japanese. The United States was still neutral and bound by neutrality laws that technically still prohibited American citizens from donning the uniform of a foreign country.

			In a scenario cut from an improbable conspiracy theory, Roosevelt, Chennault, and those around them cooked up a scheme involving a series of interlocking Chinese shell companies and joint ventures to buy airplanes and hire pilots. They could not, of course, hire just any pilots. They needed American military pilots trained for combat. Therein lay a conundrum. How could they purloin pilots from the United States armed forces? Roosevelt, who was used to laying waste to red tape to get things done, issued an order allowing pilots to resign their commissions and join Chennault without penalty. The chiefs of staff of the US Army and US Navy did not like the idea, but Roosevelt was the commander in chief. Contrary to what is often supposed, there was no executive order. Within the numbered, consecutive list of 381 executive orders issued by the president in 1941, the scheme is never mentioned. The order was more of a wink and a nod. One can almost see Roosevelt’s wry grin, and hear him chuckle, as the plan came together.

			To call them bounty hunters would be accurate. The men who would become the Flying Tigers—when someone, nobody knows exactly who, finally coined that phrase late in 1941—were literally hired away from the US Navy, Marine Corps, and Air Corps as bounty hunters. They would be paid a salary by the Chinese government, but they were also promised—and were ultimately paid—a “bonus” for each and every Japanese warplane that they destroyed. There were 296 bonuses paid, with several pilots collecting bonuses in the double digits.

			It was for more than the money that they went overseas. Under the laws of natural selection, Chennault’s plan attracted pilots anxious for adventure, excited to escape the routine, and eager for combat. They were the ideal archetype of the kind who would succeed at the job for which they had been hired.

			When they sailed beneath the Golden Gate Bridge in the final unsettled months before the United States went to war, they did so having cut all ties with the American military establishment as an imposer of discipline or as a source of supplies. They were on their own. They sailed westward wrapped in a cloak of secrecy, with passports that identified them not as pilots, and certainly not as outlaws or bounty hunters, but as students, bank clerks, and members of the clergy. In fact, they were a band of daredevils and idealists, some of them noble and others scoundrels, but all of them adventurers of the highest order.

			Though knowledge of their existence had slipped out and was mentioned briefly in the media—from Time magazine to Radio Tokyo—few Americans were aware of them, nor would they be aware of them until the end of the year. By then, the world would know the answer to the question, Who are these Flying Tigers?

			They sailed into the unknown and into the blank pages of a history they were about to write. This book is the story of that complex and uncertain world into which they sailed, and the story that they would leave for posterity, a story written in .50-caliber lead and with the blood of a unique and incomparable cadre of young Americans.

		

	
		
			ONE

			The Warlord and the Japanese

			As the 1930s gave way to the 1940s, and as the stage was being set for the entrance of the Flying Tigers, China was a once-powerful empire that had collapsed into a morass of warlord fiefdoms and was now losing a war with Japan. Within that morass, there was a Chinese warlord who had found his time and place. His name was Chiang Kai-shek.

			“Difficulty at the beginning works supreme success,” reads the judgment of the Hexagram Zhun in the I Ching, or Book of Changes, which is probably the most ancient, and perhaps the most respected of the Chinese philosophical classics. The image of that hexagram, clouds and thunder, is an easy metaphor for China in the 1930s and 1940s. The I Ching continues by saying that at the difficult beginning, amid those clouds and thunder, “the superior man brings order out of confusion.” Chiang found himself with a unique opportunity to become that superior man.

			Beginning in the long ago of China’s Zhou Dynasty period, when the misty mythical past had barely given way to the historical past, and when the I Ching was new, China had been known as Zhongguo, which is roughly translated from the Mandarin as meaning “Central Kingdom.” The historian Barbara Tuchman, who worked as a journalist in China before World War II, points out that “throughout her history China had believed herself the center of civilization, surrounded by barbarians. She was the Middle Kingdom, the center of the universe, whose Emperor was the Son of Heaven, ruling by the Mandate of Heaven.”

			Back then, and for many centuries thereafter, China was sufficiently powerful militarily and economically to warrant the belief that it was the center of the world. That China had more in common with the China of the twenty-first century than the China of the nineteenth or twentieth.

			“From Marco Polo to the eighteenth century, visiting Westerners, amazed and admiring, were inclined to take China at her own valuation,” Tuchman writes, speaking to China’s center of the world theory. “Her bronzes were as old as the pyramids, her classical age was contemporary with that of Greece, her Confucian canon of ethics predated the New Testament if not the Old. She was the inventor of paper, porcelain, silk, gunpowder, the clock and movable type, the builder of the Great Wall, one of the wonders of the world, the creator of fabrics and ceramics of exquisite beauty and of an art of painting that was sophisticated and expressive when Europe’s was still primitive and flat.”

			For centuries, mysterious and distant China continued to amaze outsiders, not only with its fireworks and printing presses, but also with its export goods. Silk, once available only from China, gave its name to the Silk Road, one of the most important trading routes of the ancient world, and became a metaphor for Chinese cultural sophistication.

			By the nineteenth century, though, China was in decline, eclipsed in trade and technology by Europe. Symptomatic of China’s decay were the concessions made to foreign powers by the increasingly impotent potentates of the fading Qing Dynasty. Europeans gradually took control of Chinese foreign trade. Dozens of treaty ports and outright colonial possessions were ceded. Hong Kong is just one example, one of many. In Shanghai, China’s largest city and its financial capital, an eighteen-hundred-acre International Settlement fronting the Huangpu (then Whangpoo) River was established in the 1850s, expanding to fifty-six-hundred acres by the end of the century.

			No longer the central kingdom of the world, China was not even the central kingdom of Asia. Across the East China Sea was another insular kingdom where they thought of their emperor as the son of heaven. As every story needs an antagonist to its protagonist, China now had Japan, and vice versa.

			While China receded, Japan was on the rise. When Emperor Meiji ascended to his throne in 1867, Japan was ruled in name by an emperor, but in fact by regional warlords called shoguns. Meiji not only asserted himself as emperor in fact, but he enforced the rapid transformation of a feudal, preindustrial society into an analog—indeed, a purpose-built imitation—of the West’s great industrial powers. While China’s Qing Dynasty eschewed the trappings of the industrial revolution, which they considered irrelevant, Meiji was eagerly building steel mills, railroads, and modern warships.

			In the last half of the nineteenth century, while the once-fragmented Japan was coalescing around Emperor Meiji, China was going the other way, splintering from a central kingdom into a patchwork of fragments ruled by quarreling warlords. When the two countries came to blows in the Sino-Japanese War of 1894–1895, Qing China was no match for Meiji’s modern war machine. The Qing Dynasty finally imploded at the end of 1911, dying with less a “bang” than a “whimper,” albeit an angry and contentious whimper. Four millennia of China as a monarchy came to a close.

			Despite its decline and international impotence, China was hard for the world to ignore. As it is today, China was the most populous nation on earth throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Yet it was one of the most dreadfully underdeveloped. Barbara Tuchman wrote that at the time the empire was imploding, China’s 40 million “were a people 70 to 80 percent illiterate, who on the average had no milk and virtually no other animal products in their diet, who had no sanitation, no running water, no privacy, no electricity, no vote, whose industry was still 90 percent handiwork and whose transportation was still largely conducted by human muscle, was not considered, if considered at all, incompatible with democracy.”

			Despite early international optimism, democracy would not take root in the new entity that called itself the Republic of China. Shepherded by Hawaii-educated Sun Yat-sen, a medical doctor turned gentleman revolutionary, the republic was formally declared on the first day of 1912, but just as China had been an empire in name only for decades before that day, China after 1912 was a republic in name only. The regional warlords of China, like the regional shoguns of medieval Japan, continued to wield the real authority. The country was a jigsaw puzzle of autonomous domains whose warlords granted lip service but never their allegiance to the concept of a central government, where the reins of power resided in the hands of whichever warlord had the biggest army in the capital—then called Peking and now called Beijing—at the moment.

			As nature abhors a vacuum, within that simmering cauldron of competing factions there was the inevitability that one force would eventually emerge as dominant. Though the Communists were growing in influence by the late 1920s, the force that came to dominate China in the second quarter of the twentieth century and through World War II was the Kuomintang, or Chinese National People’s Party.

			Within the Kuomintang, the dominant personality was Chiang Kai-shek. He was an ambitious military officer and Sun Yat-sen protégé, who emerged from among those of the party’s founding members jockeying for power within the Kuomintang after Sun died in 1925. A year later, Chiang became the commander of the National Revolutionary Army—China’s nominal national army—and led it in several successful campaigns against other warlords, especially in northern China, to consolidate the power of the central government.

			By 1928, thanks to Chiang’s subduing those northern warlords on its behalf, the Republic of China’s Kuomintang-dominated Nationalist government now controlled enough of China to gain for itself a measure of international legitimacy. As China’s most powerful warlord, Chiang became China’s generalissimo and the chairman of the Nationalist government, as the Republic of China’s presidency was now known. Though he relinquished the chairmanship to a reclusive figurehead named Lin Sen in 1931, the generalissimo would remain in full control of the Kuomintang, and of the Nationalist government and armed forces, for nearly half a century. Throughout World War II, he was the face of China as seen by the outside world.

			John Gunther, a journalist who toured Asia extensively before World War II and got to know Chiang, wrote in his 1939 book Inside Asia of the “inconspicuous son of a village merchant [who] was the strongest man China has produced for generations, and a terrific disciplinarian; but the enemies he has forgiven—and given jobs to—are many. His dominating mission is to unite China, consolidate it, and indeed he has united it—more than any man in centuries of history—but he spent ten dreary years fighting civil wars against his own people.”

			However, the most pressing problem casting a shadow across Chiang’s aspirations came from the outside in the form of the territorial ambitions of Imperial Japan.

			After they soundly defeated the Qing Dynasty in 1895, the Japanese had humiliated the great Russian Empire a decade later in the Russo-Japanese War. A decisive defeat of the Russian Army in March 1905, followed by an equally conclusive defeat of the Russian Navy at the Tsushima Strait between mainland Japan and Korea two months later, defined Japan as a twentieth-century world power and as Asia’s superpower.

			It was Manchuria, that great swath of Chinese territory north of Korea three times the size of Japan that was to be the theater of the Kuomintang’s first face-off against the Japanese with Chiang in his role as China’s ruler. Coveted by Japan for its vast expanses of farmland and potential farmland, Manchuria was also eyed by both the Japanese and the Russians for its great coal reserves.

			In September 1931, near the Manchurian city of Mukden, Japanese troops set off an explosion on a section of the Japanese-owned South Manchuria Railway and blamed the Chinese. The so-called Mukden Incident provided a provocation for a Japanese invasion, during which they quickly defeated the army of Chiang’s surrogate warlord, Zhang Xueliang, and occupied Manchuria before Chiang could react. This set off a round of international condemnations, but there was little that could be done. When the League of Nations took up the matter in 1933, Japan’s delegation dramatically marched out of the League chamber in Geneva. This was the beginning of the collapse of the League into irrelevance, and a step toward Japan’s embracing Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany within the Rome-Berlin-Tokyo Tripartite Axis in 1940.

			As the concessions that would be made to Hitler in the name of peace in Europe in 1938–1939 only served to whet his appetite for more, the Japanese were emboldened by the lack of serious opposition to their Manchuria annexation. In 1937, Japan would make its move, with a full-blown invasion of China and its occupation of China’s major population centers.

			Within China, Japanese actions were seen as a major blow to Chiang Kai-shek’s prestige. However, this disaster had the counterintuitive effect of strengthening his hand by uniting various factions under a common antagonism toward the Japanese. The generalissimo had not only the recognition and the empathy of the international community, but also a de facto recognition within China that he was the country’s rallying point. In a marriage of convenience, Chiang had even patched up his differences with the Communists. From the outside, Chiang’s army received a great deal of support in both weaponry and training from the Soviet Union, Japan’s perpetual antagonist, and even from Hitler’s Germany, Japan’s future ally.

			“It furthers one to remain persevering,” continues the commentary on the Hexagram Zhun of the I Ching. “It furthers one to appoint helpers.”

			Over the coming years, as Chiang endeavored to bring order out of confusion by enlisting aid from the outside world, perhaps no group of helpers would be more important for its diminutive size and considerable effectiveness than a band of American soldiers of fortune led by a no-nonsense man named Claire Lee Chennault.

		

	
		
			TWO

			The Formative Years of a Visionary Loner

			Commerce, Texas, sixty miles northeast of Dallas in the blackland prairie country, is a very long way from China. On September 6, 1893, when Chiang Kai-shek was five years old, Claire Lee Chennault was born there, although he insisted throughout his life—and wrote in his memoirs—that he was born in 1890. Either way, the United States was still at least half a decade shy of the Spanish-American War, that short moment of a war that ended with an abrupt turn toward the Far East that was to define the United States through the twentieth century.

			He was the first son of John Stonewall Jackson Chennault and Jessie Beatrice Lee Chennault, who had been married in December 1892 when John was thirty and Jessie was sixteen. She died when Claire was still a preschooler, but he lived into his eighties. As the names suggest, the family’s heritage was deeply rooted in the region’s Confederate military history. There are even stories of a distant relationship of the family to Robert E. Lee.

			The family descended from Huguenots, persecuted French Protestants who had come to the United States from France and the Netherlands early in the eighteenth century. The Chenault (one n) Family National Association notes that the first member of the family to cross the Atlantic was Estienne Cheneau (later called Stephen Chenault), who arrived with his first wife in Yorktown, Virginia, aboard the sailing ship Nassau in March 1700 or March 1701, depending upon whether one uses the Old English calendar. His second wife, whom he married in Virginia, was from an English family named Howlett. The association also notes that Stephen’s descendants use about fifty alternate spellings, ranging from “Shinault” and “Shinall” to the “Chennault” used by John and Jessie and their family.

			Though Claire Lee Chennault was born in Texas, his parents had both been born, were married, and had roots in northeastern Louisiana. They returned there soon after Claire was born, and divided their time between two small towns near the Mississippi River—Gilbert in Franklin Parish and larger Waterproof in neighboring Tensas Parish. The latter was thusly named to boast that it was protected from flooding by a levee. When Claire was growing up there, Waterproof had fewer than four hundred residents, and it has only about six hundred today. Both of his siblings were born in Franklin Parish. John Leslie Chennault was born in 1895, but died just short of eighteen months, and William Stephen Chennault was born in 1897.

			“He gave me a free hand in wandering, and many times I stayed out for a week at a time—with a piece of bacon to fry freshly caught fish and a sack of corn meal to make bread,” Claire Chennault wrote of growing up in the wilds of Louisiana. “Always I returned with a bag of game for the family table. I learned to hunt with the unique zest of a man who hunts to eat his kill. It is a passion that has never left me. I shot my first gun, a Winchester rifle, when I was eight, and hunted before then with a pack of terrier dogs chasing rats, possums, and skunks. . . . Life in the woods and on the bayous and lakes of northeast Louisiana taught me self-confidence and self-reliance and forced me to make my own decisions. After reaching the age of twelve, I preferred to hunt and fish alone. I was too young for adult companionship and knew too much of woodcraft to desire companionship of boys of my own age. I made my own camp, found and cooked my food, and felt most at ease when buried deep in the woods.”

			Apparently, Claire Lee Chennault the loner was also the smartest kid in his class, and he graduated from high school three years early. According to Robert Hessen, who curated his papers at the Hoover Institution Archives, he and his father may have concocted the story about his being born in 1890 for him to apply for college in 1909 when he was only sixteen.

			When Chennault did apply, he aimed high—or at least he aimed for schools at which there would be no tuition.

			“I applied for admission to both West Point and the Naval Academy,” he recalled in his memoirs. “In 1909 I went to Annapolis to take entrance examinations. Sight of the grim gray walls on the Severn chilled my enthusiasm to become an admiral. After two days of sweating through examinations, some kind soul informed me that midshipmen were confined to Academy grounds for their first two years. Thought of two solid years behind stone walls was too much for a lad used to wandering the Louisiana wilderness all summer long. I turned in a blank final examination paper, telegraphed my father I had failed, and caught the next train back to Louisiana.”

			He spent a year at Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge before transferring to the Louisiana State Normal School (now Northwestern State University of Louisiana), the state teachers’ college, in Natchitoches. His career as a schoolteacher was short. As he explained, “my first post was in the one-room Athens, Louisiana, country school where the annual crop of oversize farm boys made the life of a teacher miserable.”

			Along the way, his dreams of a life of adventure turned his gaze toward that great new technology that was capturing the imagination of the era of his youth.

			“A rickety old Curtiss pusher biplane, wobbling through the air at the Louisiana State Fair in 1910, first turned my ambitions upward,” he reflected. “Like most young men, I was looking for bright new worlds to conquer and, as is the habit of youth, regretted that I had been born so late when all the most glamorous frontiers had disappeared. There was no new land to open in the West—no more Indians to fight—and the future seemed very dull indeed. That primitive flying machine bumping through the thermals of a hot, sticky summer day in Shreveport gave me my first glimpse of a new frontier and sowed the seed of my desire to fly.”

			Like his mother, Claire Lee Chennault married young, wedding Nell Thompson in Winnsboro, Louisiana, on Christmas Eve in 1911 when they were both just eighteen. John Stephen Chennault and Max Thompson Chennault were born in 1913 and 1914, respectively.

			As he later wrote, “marriage and the first two children of an eventual octet made economic problems more acute and I drifted through the South in a succession of teaching jobs, looking for better pay—English instructor in a Biloxi, Mississippi, business college; assistant physical-training director of a YMCA in Louisville—and finally wound up in 1916 in an Akron, Ohio, war plant making automobile tire tubes for the Allies. When the United States declared war in April 1917, I immediately applied for flight training. The answer was the first of many firm ‘no’s.’ I was then 26 [actually 24] and the father of three children, a superannuated old dodo by modern airmen’s standards.”

			Nevertheless, the US Army accepted him in an officer training program in Indiana in August 1917, and he emerged in November, a “ninety-day wonder with silver bars and a commission as a first lieutenant of infantry.”

			His first assignment was with the 90th Infantry Division at Fort Travis, across San Antonio from the newly constructed Kelly Field, destined to become the center of US Army flight training for a generation. Chennault would find himself at Kelly, not as the aviation cadet whom he aspired to be, but as an infantry drill instructor for the “hordes of green aviation cadets pouring off the trains in San Antonio.”

			As he recalled, “I stayed at Kelly almost a year, and while the Signal Corps was rejecting me for flight training three more times, I learned to fly. Taking advantage of the general confusion around Kelly, I found a few genial instructors who were willing to explain the fundamentals of flying from the rear cockpit of a [Curtiss JN-4] Jenny.”

			By the time he earned his wings as a fighter pilot—then called a “pursuit” pilot—there was no longer a need for his skills over the battlefront of World War I, and not having gotten into battle was a source of great frustration for him. Also upsetting was the downsizing and retrenchment that gripped the Air Service after the war. Thousands of pilots were mustered out, with 95 percent of the 1918 Air Service personnel strength gone by 1920. Flight time for those who remained was slashed because of budget cuts, and it was a disappointing life for those planning on a career.

			By now, Claire and Nell had five children: Charles Lee, Peggy Sue, and Claire Patterson Chennault were born between 1918 and 1920. Three more came by the end of the decade: David Wallace was born in 1923; Robert Kenneth in 1925; and the youngest, Rosemary Louise Chennault, joined the family in 1928.

			In 1922, Chennault was assigned to the 1st Pursuit Group, which was relocating from Ellington Field, near Houston, to Selfridge Field, near Detroit. At the time, the group commander was Major Carl “Tooey” Spaatz, who would later achieve lasting fame as a commander of a succession of strategic air forces over Europe during World War II and as the first chief of staff of the US Air Force after that war.

			A year later, Chennault was transferred to the 5th Composite Group at Luke Field (not to be confused with the later Luke Field in Arizona) on Ford Island in the middle of Pearl Harbor in Hawaii. In the mid-1920s, the Hawaiian Islands were a good place for a fighter pilot. With excellent flying weather and unlimited airspace, the Air Service (US Army Air Corps after 1926) assigned two fighter squadrons to the 5th Composite Group—the 6th and 19th Pursuit Squadrons—along with bomber and observation units.

			The air defense necessity of having pursuit squadrons based on Oahu went in and out of fashion on the priority lists, but it was on the minds of many, including Chennault. Its importance would, of course, be dramatically underscored in December 1941.

			“In 1925 we experienced one of the Japanese attack scares that periodically swept the islands,” he recalled in his memoirs. “It proved to be a baseless rumor. However, for three weeks I had the 19th [Pursuit] Squadron warming up their planes in the dark of early morning. We took off before the first streaks of dawn to rendezvous over Oahu at 10,000 feet where it was already day. We patrolled the approaches to Pearl Harbor until long after sunrise hit the ground. There were no orders from my superiors to stand this alert, and our squadron took a lot of ribbing for the performance. I knew, as does every Regular Army officer, that the first responsibility of a unit commander—whether he heads an infantry platoon or an air force—is to take measures to ensure his own unit against tactical surprise by the enemy.”

			Filed and forgotten?

			—

			After returning Stateside, Chennault helped form the “Three Musketeers,” an Air Corps aerobatic team that made public appearances across the United States. In the 1920s, the air arms of both the US Navy and the US Army were very active in promoting themselves through participation in civilian air shows and competitions. Indeed, both services operated aircraft explicitly as race planes, which had no practical function other than to fly against civilian planes in the numerous national and international air races that studded the aviation calendar during the Roaring Twenties. In 1925, the Schneider Cup race was won by another US Army pilot, named Jimmy Doolittle.

			Chennault’s career path next took him to Maxwell Field in Alabama to attend the Air Corps Tactical School (ACTS). Here his important theories about the future of combat aviation began to take shape. By this time, just as the Air Corps itself was relegated to the sidelines by traditionalists within the US Army who focused on land warfare, so too was fighter aviation marginalized within the service by those, including his old boss Tooey Spaatz, who believed that the true calling of the service should be offensive bombardment.

			As Robert Lee Scott wrote in his biography of Chennault, “most of the senior military aviators were already relegating pursuit aviation to a smaller and smaller role. Everybody appeared to be sold on the growing belief that bombardment planes were invincible and that fighter aircraft were obsolete. This was the beginning of an argument that was to go on and on for years to come. . . . Chennault did not advocate the replacement of bombardment aviation with pursuit or fighter techniques. He knew very well that the next war was going to be one of aerial invasion and that the bomber plane was going to carry the burden of the offense. But he also saw what few of the military planners saw, that there would be a very critical need for defensive fighter planes, both for interception and for escort for the strategic bombers as they flew deeper and deeper into the territory of the enemy.”

			Scott went on to say that a “great drawback in those days when fighter aviation was losing its battle to survive was the impossibility of accurate, timely interception. Chennault contended that this could be improved. He did not merely say it could be done; he explained in detail how such interception could be accomplished. . . . He divided the problem into the same three phases which during World War II, nearly twenty years later in China, proved so very, very effective: detection, interception, destruction. . . . This was a most radical stand in the face of those who dared speak out positively for any form of military aviation at all. Most of these were older military men without much actual experience in what could have constituted strategic bombardment and without any experience in what could have been called modern fighter techniques.”

			It was in 1931 at the Air Corps Tactical School that Chennault first crossed paths with Clayton Lawrence Bissell, a World War I fighter ace who was now an instructor. Chennault complained that Bissell was “still teaching the fighter tactics of 1918 . . . he seriously recommended that fighters drop a ball-and-chain affair from above in the hope of fouling a bomber’s propellers.”

			Often noted in military histories are friendships forged between junior officers that would become important to later careers when the men reconnected as senior officers. In the case of Chennault and Bissell, it was an animosity formed in 1931 that would cast a dark shadow across their dealings when they met again in China during World War II.

			—

			After Chennault graduated from the ACTS, he returned to serve as an instructor in pursuit aviation and later as head of the ACTS Pursuit Section, while he finished his manifesto on airpower, The Role of Defensive Pursuit, a book that was published in 1935.

			“Pursuit interception,” Chennault explained, “can be reduced to a mathematical formula of air speed, altitude, rate of climb. With properly trained personnel manning observation posts and supplying necessary information to a filter center, the problem can be broken down rapidly enough for the alerted fighter planes to intercept.”

			He also served on the Pursuit Development Board, and led a crusade against “the trend toward multiseater fighters [specifically the cumbersome Bell XFM-1 Airacuda] that provided interesting engineering problems but were useless for combat. . . . The young engineering officers had no ideas on its tactical employment but were fascinated with the intricacies of its construction.” But it was an era—not unlike the last quarter of the twentieth century—of multirole combat aircraft, which were favored by the establishment “because it would be cheaper if one plane could perform all the functions of military aviation.”

			It was also during his time at Maxwell that Chennault revived his interest in aerobatics, forming a successor to the Three Musketeers that was called Three Men on the Flying Trapeze. Rounding out the threesome were Sergeant John “Luke” Williamson and Lieutenant Haywood “Possum” Hansell, who later went on to serve as an important strategic air planner during World War II. When Hansell left the team, Chennault replaced him with another noncommissioned pilot, Sergeant William “Billy” MacDonald. As with today’s US Air Force Thunderbirds, Chennault’s team served to promote the Air Corps to the general public, but he also was keen to use the Musketeers to promote the advancement of fighter aviation within the Air Corps.

		

	
		
			THREE

			Young Tigers

			Miss Viola, may I fly my glider off the top of your house?” Robert Lee Scott Jr. asked respectfully. Viola Napier, age seventy-five, looked at the young neighbor boy, whom she had known for most of his twelve years, and tried to imagine what his youthful imagination had gotten him into on this auspicious summer day in 1920. “I promise to be careful of the flowers.”

			As though that would make all the difference, she nodded her consent.

			The large Macon, Georgia, colonial house, in Scott’s recollection, was sixty feet high, so it took him and two friends a long while, with a rope and pulley, to get the fragile machine—constructed by Scott himself after studying the designs of the Wright brothers—up to the roof. This done, the three boys grabbed the glider and ran down the sloping copper roof as fast as they could to give it some reasonable forward momentum. While the others let go, Scott remained inside his winged apparatus.

			He felt himself soaring, held aloft only by air and aerodynamics. He experienced the thrill and satisfaction of flying over a magnolia tree before he heard the cracking of wooden spars and felt the absence of aerodynamics that comes with the crumbling of a failing aircraft. He watched helplessly as the ground, covered at this location by Miss Viola’s precious flowers, rushed up at him.

			Thoughts of Eugene Ely leapt into the boy’s mind. The first man ever to take off from the deck of a ship, Ely had been one of aviation’s first generation of pioneer airmen. He had been killed in Macon two days shy of his twenty-fifth birthday. His last flight and his fatal crash had been the first time that Robert Lee Scott had ever seen an airplane.

			Scott was born in Waynesboro, Georgia, on April 12, 1908, and was barely five years old when he watched Ely’s demise, but he remembered it well—more with fascination than with any sense of horror. As Scott later recalled, “my horrified mother dragged me from the scene. It most certainly should have been an ill omen for my flying future. However, I know that it whetted my appetite to fly. I liked anything that flew and freed one from the earth, but most of all I prayed that destiny would make me a pilot of the fast, little single-seaters—a fighter pilot.”

			Scott’s father reacted angrily when he learned what had happened in Mrs. Napier’s roses.

			A furious Robert Lee Scott Sr. demanded that his son take the broken glider and break it again and again, and break it until it could never again be used as a flying machine.

			It was the end of gliders, but not the end of flying machines for the boy. The oldest of three, the younger Robert Scott was a precocious lad. A high-achieving Boy Scout, he already could drive a car, and he was not one to be kept down by a father whom he considered irrationally overprotective.

			In 1921, a year after the glider crash, the thirteen-year-old Robert Scott fired up his Model T Ford and drove eighty miles to an aircraft auction in Americus, intent on buying a powered airplane.

			The early 1920s were a wide-open time in the evolution of aviation. It was an era, to embrace an inescapable metaphor, when the sky was no limit for boys—and girls as well—who had expansive imaginations and dreams of flying. The Wright brothers had made it possible, the daring fighter pilots of World War I made it seem exciting, and the barnstormers, the freelance aerobats who had started crisscrossing the country doing exhibitions at county fairs made it seem accessible. It was an era when a thirteen-year-old could buy himself an airplane—without his parents’ knowledge—and have a reasonable expectation of learning to fly it.

			“As the auctioneer’s hammer hit the block for the first time that morning I opened with my maximum bid—seventy-five dollars! The auctioneer did look my way, but the look was merely a frown. Far in the back of the hangar a heavy voice called, ‘Six hundred dollars.’ And to this fat man the Jennys went, one by one.”

			That afternoon, he kept bidding, and as he said “seventy-five dollars” for what he calculated as the hundredth time, he heard no counter. He turned to look at the man who had been overbidding him.

			“Now listen, son,” the man said. “I’m going to let you have this one for your seventy-five dollars. Get it and get the hell out of here, because I’m buying all the rest for an airline.”

			The boy was now the proud owner of a war surplus Curtiss JN-4 Jenny, which he took home on a truck and hid in another boy’s barn so his parents wouldn’t find out. The problem was that it was disassembled and crated, and he had little more than a guess at how to put it together.

			This dilemma was resolved when Scott crossed paths with a streetcar conductor who had been a pilot in the Army Air Service and who had dreamed of being a barnstormer. The two struck a deal under which he would help the boy assemble his Jenny in exchange for Scott’s loaning it out on the weekends. The man offered to throw in flying lessons. How could he refuse?

			For several months, the arrangement was everything Scott and his benefactor had hoped. Then one night, the barnstormer experienced a landing mishap, and everything, including the first phase of Scott’s aviation career, ended in a ball of fire.

			—

			Across the country in the Idaho panhandle, the first impressions that young Gregory Hallenbeck had of aviation were less dramatic but equally memorable. Born in Coeur d’Alene on December 4, 1912, he was only six when a barnstormer passed through Benewah County giving airplane rides—and one of those rides was the one that changed Greg’s life. The man was Clyde Pangborn, a fellow Idahoan and a former US Army flier whose name was destined to become a household word in the world of aerobatics and long-distance flying during the coming years.

			“I had always loved the idea of flying,” Greg later told Colin Heaton of Aviation History magazine. “I used to read all of the books about the World War I fighter aces, and I built model planes, gliders and things.”

			Greg was the only son of Charles Boyington and Grace Gregory, but he never knew his father, and used the surname of his mother’s second husband, Ellsworth Hallenbeck, for more than two decades. He grew up in St. Maries, the seat of Benewah County, and even after the family moved west to Tacoma, he worked summers—all the way through college—in the silver mines in Idaho’s Shoshone County, and in the national forests that account for most of northern Idaho’s land area.

			Having graduated from Lincoln High School in Tacoma, he went on to the University of Washington in Seattle, where he earned the Pacific Northwest intercollegiate middleweight wrestling title, and majored in aeronautical engineering. He also enrolled in ROTC. A job as an army officer—even a reserve officer—after graduation was better than the uncertainty that faced most college graduates during the depths of the Great Depression. When he earned his diploma in June 1934, newly minted Second Lieutenant Gregory Hallenbeck found a place with the US Army’s Coast Artillery Reserve, and a short active duty tour at Fort Worden at the mouth of Puget Sound.

			—

			Among the roster of men who would join the ranks of the Flying Tigers in the skies over China, James Howell Howard later conceded that he had not grown up dreaming of being a pilot—although, coincidentally, he had grown up in China. Three years before he was born on April 13, 1913, Howard’s father had accepted a post as a professor of ophthalmology at Canton Christian College. As Canton is now known as Guangzhou, the school is now Lingnan University. At the time that Howard’s father arrived, it had recently incorporated Hackett Medical College for Women, the first medical college for women in China.

			In 1927, when Jim Howard was fourteen, his parents moved the family back to St. Louis, Missouri, where they had lived before going to China. Though he had never lived in the United States, he was anxious to fit in. Being a teenager is an awkward time under the best of circumstances, but it was especially disconcerting for Howard, who was promptly uprooted a second time and sent away from the family to a Quaker boarding school in Haverford, on the “Main Line,” the well-heeled northwestern suburbs of Philadelphia. It was an alien world and a difficult adjustment, made worse by hazing from both students and teachers.

			“One day my third-form master accused me sarcastically of being Chinese since I had been born in Canton,” he recalled in his memoirs. “From then on my nickname was China. I was devastated at the time, because I desperately wanted to be an American like my classmates. Father later explained to me that since my parents were both American, I was automatically an American according to the Constitution.”

			He later transferred to John Burroughs School in Ladue, near St. Louis, and was accepted at Pomona College in Claremont, California. Like Greg Hallenbeck, Howard graduated from high school in the darkest days of the Great Depression, but unlike him, Howard had been insulated in private school, the son of a father equally isolated by his comfortable place as a professor of ophthalmology at Washington University Medical School in St. Louis. It was not until he made his way west that Howard became aware of the hardships and the suffering.

			“Even though America was in the midst of a deep depression, the student body was oblivious to the hordes of destitute Okies who crossed the California border and passed within six blocks of our campus,” he wrote. “The misery that streamed by on Highway 66 was part of a different world, a world we didn’t understand. In contrast, my primary concern was to get my degree and get on with the business of life. . . . The results of the Depression could be seen everywhere. Driving old jalopies loaded with mattresses, beds, kitchen utensils, and kids, refugees from the Midwestern dust bowl were being harassed at the Arizona-California border by Los Angeles police.”

			—

			Charles Rankin Bond Jr. was born in Dallas, Texas, on April 22, 1915, the fourth of the six children of Charles Sr. and Magnolia Turner Bond. As with most people, the Great Depression hit the family hard, and young Charles grew up helping his father in the family painting and wallpapering business.

			A hardworking student, Bond was in the National Honor Society as well as ROTC in high school. He wanted to go on to Texas A&M, but the family had no money to send him to college, so he decided to try for West Point. He enlisted in the US Army in 1935 on the promise that he would be sent to the US Military Academy prep school at Camp Bullis near San Antonio.

			—

			Like Jim Howard, David Lee Hill was born in Asia, the son of one of the many American missionaries who went to the Far East in the early days of the twentieth century. Dr. Pierre Bernard Hill and his wife, Ella, had moved to Korea with their three small children—Martha, the youngest, was just a baby—in 1912, just two years after the Japanese Empire had annexed the former kingdom. David was born in Kwangju (now Guangju), near the southwestern tip of the Korean Peninsula, on July 13, 1915.

			In 1916, David was a year old when the family resettled on a farm in Amelia County, Virginia, accompanied by Hung Nim, a Korean man who had worked for them while they were in Kwangju. When the United States entered World War I a year later, Dr. Hill turned down a commission as a US Army chaplain, but instead patriotically asked to serve as an artilleryman. However, his history of bacteremia led to his being turned down altogether, and he began casting about within the Presbyterian community for a church that needed a pastor. After a short stint in Roanoke, he accepted a longer-term position in Louisville. He was still planning to return to Korea eventually, but the Presbyterian Committee on Foreign Missions cautioned him about a relapse of the bacteremia, and he took his family instead to the First Presbyterian Church in San Antonio in 1921. He later took on parallel careers as a radio minister on WOAI and as the chaplain of the Texas Rangers.

			David Lee Hill, who is known to aviation history by the nickname “Tex,” did not first set foot in the Lone Star State until he was ready to start elementary school, but he thereafter embraced it as his home state. He grew up fishing in the Guadalupe River and deer hunting in the nearby hill country with his brothers, becoming skilled at both. He also developed a great interest in the paper kites that Hung Nim liked to make. This, and the fact that San Antonio was becoming the center of flight training for the US Army Air Service, were the beginning milestones in Tex Hill’s infatuation with aviation.

			The next milestone came one Sunday, when he and a friend sneaked out of church with the coins that had been intended for the collection plate that day and headed to a nearby airstrip where a barnstormer was appearing. They traded all their money to Marion “Dick” Hair for a short ride in his Travel Air 4000.

			In 1928, as had been the case with Jim Howard two years earlier, Tex Hill’s parents sent him out of state for high school. In his case it was the McCallie School in Chattanooga, Tennessee, then a military prep school that happened to be on the site of the Civil War Battle of Missionary Ridge.

			Hill got through the hazing reasonably intact, but wanderlust became his undoing when this led to him and a friend riding a freight train south to Mississippi for something to do. Stranded in Arkansas on the return trip, Hill was convinced by a local minister to phone home. Dr. Hill generously wired train fare back to Chattanooga for the two boys, and charitably did not reprimand his son for the incident. The school was not so kind when the errant lads returned, but at least they were not expelled. The following year, Tex Hill returned to Texas for high school.

			The fork in Hill’s life that followed high school drew him toward enlisting it the US Navy, but his father steered him toward academics. He enrolled at Texas A&M, then a military school where membership in the Corps of Cadets remained mandatory until the 1960s, and joined the Corps’ Cavalry Troop A. When a chemical warfare troop was formed, Tex was transferred to it because of his major in chemical engineering. This didn’t meet with his liking, so he impulsively dropped out of school. When Dr. Hill finally talked his son into going back to school, it was to the much more modest Austin College.

			—

			Robert Tharp Smith grew up in Red Cloud, Nebraska, one of those typical midwestern farm towns with its two-block main street, where it is beastly hot in the summer, and where the snow drifts deep during the biting cold of winter. The son of the school superintendent, he grew up hunting, fishing, and spending long summer days at the swimming holes along the Republican River. In memoirs, he recalled that as a boy, he yearned for nothing more elaborate than a bicycle—until he discovered airplanes. As with Scott, Hallenbeck, and Hill, he made his first flight with a barnstormer before he reached his teens—and not with his parents’ permission.

			“Not surprisingly, perhaps, I didn’t half-appreciate those Huckleberry Finn–like years, and assumed that every other kid in the country was growing up under much the same conditions and circumstances,” Smith reminisced. “It was only in later years, after being exposed to the real, outside world, that I was to learn differently. Only one thing remained constant throughout that period, and that was my determination to become a pilot.”

			Though Earl and Ulden Smith punished their ten-year-old son severely—he used the word “deservedly” in his memoirs—for going behind their back for his first ride, they acquiesced to his second when the Inman Brothers Flying Circus passed through a few years later.

			“I read everything I could lay hands on pertaining to airplanes and aviation in general, and of course built model planes with whatever crude materials I could find,” he remembered. “The walls of my bedroom were covered with pictures of planes and famous pilots of the time culled from old magazines and newspapers. Eddie Rickenbacker, Clarence Chamberlin, Richard E. Bird, Wiley Post, Jimmy Doolittle and many others were familiar faces, not to mention the most famous of all, Charles A. Lindbergh. In my adolescent eyes they were all heroes of the highest order.”

		

	
		
			FOUR

			Chiang Kai-shek and the Americans

			Before Claire Chennault had even imagined that his career would ultimately take him to China, the man who would one day be his American antagonist in that country had been coming and going to and from the Central Kingdom, and living there for extended periods, for nearly two decades.

			History recalls Joseph Warren Stilwell equally for his effective military leadership and for his irritable, curmudgeonly personality. Like Chennault, he was strong-willed in the extreme, but while Chennault was a prophet of the potential of military aviation, Stilwell had an infantry officer’s disdain for the usefulness of aviation that predestined the two men for rivalry. The two also diverged dramatically in their opinion of Chiang Kai-shek, a man with whom the climactic moments of their two careers would be closely entwined. Like bookends bracketing Chiang Kai-shek, Chennault, on one side, respected him greatly, while Stilwell detested and belittled him.

			Born in Palatka, Florida, in 1883, a decade before Chennault came into the world, Stilwell grew up in New York and earned a reputation as a youthful troublemaker before his well-connected doctor father called in all his favors and managed to get his wild-child son a presidential appointment to the US Military Academy at West Point. Stilwell, who had always done well athletically and academically, suppressed his inclination to misconduct and graduated in the top third of the Class of 1904. He was even tapped to return as an instructor. In 1911, he had made his first trip to China. While posted to the Philippines, he had the misfortune—or fortune—to go on leave to Shanghai just as the Qing Dynasty was in the midst of its tumultuous moment of collapse.

			His aptitude for languages brought Stilwell back to West Point as an instructor a second time, which was where he was assigned when World War I began in 1914. When the United States entered the fight in 1917, he went overseas and headed the G-2 Staff for IV Corps during the offensive at St. Mihiel.

			Returning to Washington in the summer of 1919, Stilwell growled to an old friend in the Personnel Division that he’d like to be posted as far from the capital as possible. In 1920, after finishing a language course at the University of California, he found himself headed seven thousand miles away from Washington for a three-year tour of duty in Beijing as the first ever Chinese-speaking military attaché in the US Army.

			Now a major, he arrived at a time when the wars of the warlords were ongoing as they had been for some time, and as they would be for as long as Stilwell was acquainted with China. At the time, Wu Peifu, the “Jade Marshal,” was the warlord in charge in the capital, while Zhang Zuolin, known as “Marshal Chang,” the master of Manchuria, cast his shadow across the rest of China. The American attaché managed to get out into the country, visiting remote areas, observing the skirmishes, visiting the rival warlords, getting a feel for the stark poverty of the country, and developing a fondness for the Chinese people.

			He also started to get a feel for the Japanese. He visited Manchuria, where the Japanese Kwantung Army was in de facto control, and was disturbed by Japanese arrogance and their bigotry toward the Chinese. Stilwell would serve two further tours in China. The first came in 1926, as a battalion commander within the 15th Infantry Regiment, which had taken over the former German compound at the treaty port of Tientsin (now Tianjin) after World War I. It was here that he met George Catlett Marshall, destined to rise to the post of chief of staff of the US Army on the eve of World War II. Getting to know Marshall would be a milestone in Stilwell’s career. Marshall used phrases such as “a genius for instruction,” “farsighted,” and “qualified for any command ‘in peace and war’” when writing evaluations of Stilwell, and he would be important in Stilwell’s being assigned to China in World War II.

			—

			Politically, the China of the late 1920s was still a rolling boil of warring factions, with the principal difference now being the growing influence of Chiang Kai-shek as the increasingly dominant warlord. As he had earlier been plunged into the chaos of revolution in 1911, Joe Stilwell now stepped into the turmoil of Chiang’s northern offensive, a major initiative by the Nationalist Army, supported by Communist-instigated strikes aimed at securing Kuomintang control of China’s major population centers from
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