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1

The big Pan American clipper took off from Hawaii and headed east for the United States. It was the middle of October, 1940. Almost everyone aboard was well aware that war between America and Japan was brewing, but none more so than a man of fifty who was studying a notebook as if his life depended on it. He was of average size, stocky, muscular and supple. He had dark, stubby hair graying at the temples. His weather-beaten face was rugged and so deeply lined it might have been chipped from rock.

The man’s name was Claire Lee Chennault, and he was a former United States Air Corps acrobatic flier and flying school director. After ten years’ service he had resigned his captaincy in 1937 to become a colonel, and the foremost ace, in the Chinese air force. For the past three years he had been chief air strategist for Chiang Kai-shek, leader of the Chinese people in the war against Japan.

The fighting had started on a peaceful July night in 1937 when a company of Japanese soldiers suddenly crossed the Marco Polo Bridge outside Peiping and invaded Chinese territory. Chinese soldiers protested and there was an exchange of fire. Japan’s long-laid plans to dominate Asia and the islands of the Pacific had officially begun.

China—already disunited by years of civil war—seemed to be completely open to conquest. But Chiang Kai-shek, a former disciple of the great Chinese revolutionary, Dr. Sun Yat-sen, mobilized an army and began a gallant, if apparently hopeless, defense.

Chennault believed that China’s war with Japan was also America’s. He was sure Japan would eventually turn to the east and attack the United States. So he had volunteered his services to Chiang, and by 1940 the former American captain was affectionately known all over China as “Old Leatherface.”

Only a few days earlier, Chiang Kai-shek had summoned Chennault to Chungking. The Chinese air force, said the Generalissimo, was now so feeble it could do little to stem the terrifying bombings. Unless the slaughter was stopped, Chiang Kai-shek was afraid his people would have to surrender.

But he had a last, desperate plan. Why not buy the latest American fighter planes and hire American pilots to fly them? Chennault shook his head. England was now fighting for her life against Nazi Germany and any planes not needed for the United States Army or Navy were being sent to Europe.

Even so the Generalissimo ordered him to fly to America immediately. “Work out the plans for whatever you think you need. Do what you can to get American planes and pilots.”

By the time the clipper neared California, Chennault had his plan. And he knew it would work. For three years he had been personally fighting Japanese pilots in his Curtiss Hawk 75. Although only the Chinese leaders knew it, he had already destroyed more planes in combat than any other American. Chennault was confident that young, experienced pilots trained in his unorthodox tactics could knock down five enemies for every loss. A small group of such men, moved around China like a mobile aerial fire department, could stop the Japanese bombings.
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Claire Chennault (left) chats with Generalissimo and Madame Chiang Kai-shek in front of a building camouflaged with paint.

A day later Chennault landed in Washington, D.C., where he reported to Dr. T. V. Soong, the Generalissimo’s brother-in-law, and the man responsible for getting aid from the United States. Soong said he was having a hard job convincing Americans that the Japanese were daily becoming a greater menace to the United States. Hundreds of young Americans were volunteering to fly for Canada and England, but it had not yet occurred to a single one to volunteer for duty in China.

That same night Soong took Chennault to dinner with two famous journalists—Edgar Ansel Mowrer of the Chicago Daily News and Joseph W. Alsop, Jr., of the New York Herald Tribune. Chennault shocked them when he reported that the Japanese were using an amazing new fighter plane in China. It was called the Zero and could climb more than twice as fast as the American P-40. It was so maneuverable that it was suicide to engage it in a dogfight. But trained American aviators flying the most advanced American aircraft could be taught how to knock down the Zero.

Chennault outlined his plan but the journalists were as gloomy as Soong. The British legitimately had first priority on the best planes. Chennault’s volunteer project, they felt, was doomed to failure.

Chennault refused to be discouraged. He began to visit his old friends still in the Air Corps. They too shook their heads. He told them about the new Zero and handed over detailed information to the War Department listing its capabilities. It had a level top speed of 322 miles per hour and a range of 1,100 miles. It could climb 16,000 feet in six minutes, and carried a cannon and four machine guns. Chennault was politely thanked, but War Department experts claimed it was impossible to build such a plane. And his information was filed and forgotten.

Few in the Air Corps would listen to Chennault’s pleas for help. Many high-ranking officers didn’t like him and referred to him as “The Prima Donna.” He had always disagreed with their theory that highflying bombers would win the next war. They firmly believed that bombers could not be stopped by enemy fighter planes and didn’t even need a fighter escort.

Chennault, like General Billy Mitchell, was never one to speak out quietly or politely. Mitchell, a fiery advocate of air power, had sacrificed his career in a public battle with superior officers who could not see the importance of a mighty United States air force. Chennault was just as fiery and indignant. He had criticized the bomber theory bluntly and loudly, claiming that his superior officers were completely wrong. As could be expected, they now refused to help him.

In the next few weeks, while China was hopefully waiting for help, Chennault toured from coast to coast begging for planes and pilots. To anyone who would listen he talked of the growing danger in the Orient. He predicted that Japan was preparing to seize Singapore, the Dutch East Indies and even America’s possession, the Philippines. Few listened. All eyes were focused on Europe and the gallant battle England was waging against Hitler.

Two men did listen. They were Frank Knox, Secretary of the Navy, and Henry Morgenthau, Secretary of the Treasury. At President Roosevelt’s cabinet meetings, these two began to plead the cause of Chennault and China.

About this time Chennault was also introduced to a lawyer, Thomas J. Corcoran—better known as “Tommy the Cork.” He was one of the brilliant young men who were advising President Franklin D. Roosevelt. Like Dr. Soong and the President he was a graduate of Harvard. For the past year he had been working under cover for the Chinese resistance movement in an organization called “China Defense Supplies.”

At their first meeting in Corcoran’s apartment Chennault explained, in his slow southern drawl, the situation in China. He unrolled a map and pointed out a number of Chinese airfields far behind the enemy lines.

“You talk about operating airfields way inside Japanese territory,” said Corcoran dubiously. “But how’s it going to be done?”

Chennault said he had built the fields himself. He knew every curve of the mountains; he knew all the people. “I can jump in and out of these fields at will. I’m surrounded by friends. I can smash the Japs and before they can get at me, I’ll be gone.”

Corcoran was utterly fascinated by such an unorthodox concept. An ordinary military man would have thought it impossible. This obviously was no ordinary man. And he wasn’t just a dreamer. He knew his facts.

After Chennault told about the new Zero, Corcoran said, “But Colonel, we haven’t anything to give you. Our P-40 wouldn’t stand a chance.”

“Not unless I can train my pilots to act abnormally in handling the P-40,” was Chennault’s mysterious reply. “I’ve studied the capabilities of the Zero. Like every plane it’s sacrificed some capacities to attain others.” He said he could train pilots to take advantage of the Zeros’ weaknesses and shoot them down. But these men would have to be restrained from fighting on terms advantageous to the Zero.

“Get me the right men with the right training and I can teach them to beat the ‘superior’ Zero with the ‘inferior’ P-40. My Chinese intelligence network will inform me when the Zeros are on the way, and I’ll be up there when they come over the target. I’ll wait up above till the Japs are low on fuel. Then I’ll attack! My heavier P-40 can dive faster and I’ll dive! I won’t make the mistake of trying to turn. If I miss I’ll go back up for another dive.” He leaned forward eagerly. “Throw the Japs off balance like that and you’ve got ’em.”

Corcoran was convinced by the other man’s complete confidence, and the next time he visited President Roosevelt he added his plea for Chennault. Roosevelt said he was intrigued with the entire idea but protested that it was illegal. America was not at war with Japan.
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Top: An Allied pilot flies a captured Zero over Australia. Bottom: A Japanese Zero captured by the Flying Tigers stands next to a P-40.

In the next few weeks Corcoran and other Chennault supporters kept arguing the cause of China with Roosevelt. At last, in January of 1941—just after listening to one of Corcoran’s impassioned pleas—the President decided that the formation of a group of American volunteer fliers, using American planes, was an experiment worth seriously considering. He gave the scheme his tentative approval.

Not long after this Chennault visited the Curtiss-Wright factory in Buffalo, New York, and learned that 100 P-40B Tomahawks were just rolling off the assembly lines. They were scheduled to go to England, but the British were persuaded to relinquish them to Chennault. They would get a later model, much more suitable for combat.

At last, half of Chennault’s problems were solved. But getting pilots proved to be an even harder job. General H. H. (“Hap”) Arnold, the Chief of the Air Corps, was violently opposed to the whole idea. He told Chennault he would not send a single pilot to any other country without putting up a fight. Chennault got almost the same reception from Rear Admiral Jack Towers, Chief of the Navy’s Bureau of Aeronautics. Since there was no other place to get experienced fighter pilots, it looked as if there would never be an American Volunteer Group in China.


2

The ordinary man would have given up, but Chennault had fought discouragement all his life. When he was a freshman cadet at Louisiana State University, the Regular Army officer in charge gave him a stern lecture in front of the company and said, “Chennault, you will never make a soldier.”

After graduating from college, young Chennault went to normal school and then began to teach at a one-room country school in Athens, Louisiana. The pupils were so unruly that the average teacher lasted less than a term. But Chennault, who was not as old as some of the overgrown farm boys, invited the biggest ones to go out behind the schoolhouse with him. Here he fought them with bare knuckles, one by one, and beat them all. Instead of resenting Chennault, the boys became his ardent champions, and discipline was finally achieved at the Athens school.

In the next few years Chennault and his growing family drifted around the South, as he moved from one job to the next. When America declared war on Germany in 1917, he applied for flight training in the Army. Ever since he had seen his first rickety plane, he had wanted to be an aviator. But when he applied he was rejected with the comment, “Applicant does not possess necessary qualifications for a successful aviator.”

Undismayed, he applied for the infantry and was soon a first lieutenant. It was not until a few days after the Armistice in 1918 that he finally had his first plane
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