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			COLONEL GREGORY BOYINGTON, USMC (RET.)

			December 4, 1912–January 11, 1988

			Gregory Boyington is still revered today as a Marine Corps legend, fighter pilot, ace, and all-around “bad boy.” But of all the interviews I’ve conducted over many years, Boyington was and remains the most controversial. Separating fact from fiction both during and after the interview process became an exercise in frustration: while much of the information Boyington gave me was challenged by others who were often present during certain events, other events were corroborated and even clarified.

			General Curtis E. LeMay and General James H. Doolittle, mutual acquaintances, both warned me about Boyington’s storytelling. But it was Doolittle who put me in touch with him. Doolittle’s advice? “Just listen, record, and be prepared to be entertained.” LeMay said, “Let me read that interview when you are done. I like reading good fiction.” The late historian Jeffrey L. Ethell, my personal friend and mentor, also offered sage advice: “Boyington will spin any tall tale into a good story if you are willing to listen, but you have to buy the drinks.”

			I first called Boyington in 1982 after receiving a positive response to a letter I’d sent him. He was abrupt on the phone, but nevertheless agreed I could call again. Eventually, after we’d spoken several times, he told me that if I ever got to Fresno, he would give me an interview. He asked what I drank, and if I liked scotch. Unsure of where the conversation was going, I told him that I did enjoy a single malt on occasion. “Good, you are not a pussy, then,” he said. What an introduction.

			I arrived the morning of the interview ten minutes early. Boyington opened the door, said, “You’re early,” and shut the door. So I waited. At 0900 sharp the door opened again, and he greeted me as if he had never seen me before but was glad that I was there. As I walked in, he asked if I would like coffee. I said, “Yes, sir,” and he asked how I liked it. I said black. “No, what do you like in it?” He pointed to several varieties of liquor, most of them scotch. I imbibed with him with a Johnnie Walker shot in my black coffee.

			Boyington’s house was neat, and his basement was a museum of artifacts, real treasures. His citations were framed nicely, and he happily personalized a print that I’d brought. He pointed to a stack of other prints and books, saying that he was yet to sign those, too. He freely spoke about his life, the war, and his personal issues, and he was never hesitant to call out people he thought were less than intelligent or dedicated. In that, he had a lot in common with LeMay, whom I interviewed two days later. (LeMay and I had a little discussion about my visit with Boyington, and LeMay said, “You look pretty good for a guy who had to walk through all that bullshit.”)

			Before the United States entered World War II, hundreds of Americans volunteered to serve in combat, many as pilots. Most expatriate fighter pilots flew for a paycheck, but many joined up just for the adventure. A good number who signed up to fight the Germans in 1940 with the Royal Air Force “Eagle Squadrons” did not return to American uniform until 1942, if at all. Others, like Boyington, served in the American Volunteer Group (AVG), the famed “Flying Tigers,” a colorful group often labeled as “mercenaries,” under Brigadier (later Major) General Claire Chennault in China and Burma.

			Fighting in support of Chiang Kai-shek as the Japanese rampaged through China, the AVG was home to men who became legends, tough men doing a tough job in an inhospitable place where discipline was perhaps less important than getting results. Despite only being in combat from December 20, 1941, to July 4, 1942, they nevertheless became famed worldwide for their service, shooting down 229 Japanese aircraft and destroying another sixty-eight on the ground against a loss of just sixteen of their own forty members.

			Gregory Boyington brought his skills and mindset to the war after several years as an instructor pilot with the United States Marine Corps. He admitted that he was always eager to “mix it up” in a fight. Whether he was in the sky or in an officers’ club, he admitted, his approach to life made him his “own worst enemy.” Yet regardless of what people thought of Boyington as a person, all had to admit that he was the type of guy you wanted fighting your nation’s enemies. His personal life was a combination of glory, exceptional (albeit controversial) service, and a lifelong struggle with alcoholism—the primary reason he had four wives and myriad severed professional and personal relationships. Speaking about Boyington, his fellow Medal of Honor recipient, Navy captain and top Navy fighter ace David McCampbell remarked: “If you have an event where alcohol is being served, protect your open bar. I would suggest armed security.”

			Colonel Gregory Boyington died of cancer on January 11, 1988, and was buried with full military honors at Arlington National Cemetery. A few years later, I was talking with World War II Marine Corps fighter pilot, Medal of Honor recipient, and South Dakota Air National Guard Brigadier General Joe Foss, and Boyington’s name came up. “I wonder if they put a bottle of scotch in his casket,” Foss said. “That would be the best send-off.”

			The following narrative is the result of a series of interviews I conducted with Greg Boyington by telephone from 1985 to 1986 and a personal interview conducted in 1986 at his home in Fresno, California.

			GREGORY BOYINGTON

			We were from Idaho originally, and I was born in Coeur d’Alene on December 4, 1912. The family moved to Okanogan, Washington, where my parents had an apple farm. As a kid I was into the outdoors, I liked that. My background is Sioux and Irish, so I guess I got the best and worst of both tribes in me. I hunted, fished, and read everything I could about the First World War pilots. I read the book by [Robert] Baden-Powell who started the Boy Scouts in England, and I saw myself as a kind of survivalist. I knew I was going to be a pilot. I felt that I was something of a tough guy.

			When I was a teenager, I sort of had a reputation as a bully, or even an anti-bully. I never picked on other kids, but I was not a knight in shining armor going out of my way to help those being fucked with by bullies, either. But I did make a few exceptions. This one asshole was a guy about my size, named Harry-some-shit, and he would go around intimidating the other kids, shaking them down, just fucking with them. He beat up a few boys and took their money, one guy’s watch. One guy he thumped was a buddy of mine.

			Now, I had no problem letting two guys square off in a fair fight, but this guy Harry was not like that. He was an ambush predator, a real prick. He did not want to fight; he just wanted to ambush kids and steal shit. I was not down with that at all, I can tell you. That dickhead was on my shit list. One day in school I called him out, and he seemed to enjoy the prospect of the fight. “After school, be there,” I told him, and he agreed. Well, after school, I went to the arranged location, populated by just about every kid in school waiting to see this great struggle, and he was nowhere to be seen.

			I waited for almost an hour and had started to walk home when I heard something in the woods to my left. It was Harry, the asshole. He was waiting to ambush me away from prying eyes, hoping to get the drop on me. He fucked up. I had been learning boxing, and I was pretty good at it. He ran at me full speed and raised his right arm to lay down a haymaker. I saw that shit coming from downtown, and I just blocked his swing with my left arm and leaned into a full-throat punch with my right, using all my weight.

			He went down like a bag of bricks. I punched him a few more times, just to make sure that he bore the marks of an ass beating in school. That would let everyone know that he was not invincible. I broke his nose, and my knuckles were bloody from his teeth, and I know that he lost at least one. I then told him that if he ever tried to do another shakedown, I would find him and kill him, no shit, certain death, not an ass beating. I was tired of that shit. I do not believe he ever fucked with another student again.

			Well, my parents heard about it, and I was called into the principal’s office. Harry was there with his dad, and he was looking pretty bad. His head was swollen, his jaw looked like it was stuffed, and he had raccoon eyes where his nose was broken. He was all black-and-blue. I did not have a mark on me except my knuckles, and I almost felt sorry for him. It came down to my word against his as to how that ass beating went down, but the principal had heard from other kids that he had attacked them. I told my story, which was supported by a few kids who knew we were supposed to meet. I was given a warning about fighting in school and told I would be expelled if it happened again. Harry got the same lecture, and I felt that the entire situation had been handled fairly. Since it happened off school grounds, there was not too much the principal could even do about it.

			

			—

			The one thing about America back then was the crazy interest in anything related to aviation. Barnstormers crossed the country like carrier pigeons. I saw some air shows, took a few rides, and I was hooked hard on flying. I was impressed by the barnstorming pilots, especially guys like Clyde Pangborn. I guess I was about six or seven years old, and I got a ride. That was probably the best day of my life. I was so impressed, I knew what I was going to do when I grew up. There was no way in hell I was not going to become a pilot. While in high school I wrestled, played football, and was just really into sports. I was very competitive, to the point of being dangerous.

			I liked girls, too, but I never got into trouble there. My grades were pretty good. I did well in math and English, but I liked history a lot, so I did not really have to be prodded to study. I sort of absorbed information; it stuck with me. I built all the airplane models, read all the books I could about flying and pilots, especially the First World War pilots from all the countries—my mind was set. After I survived high school, I attended the University of Washington. I saw that as an avenue into aviation training and I earned a bachelor’s degree in aeronautical engineering. This was a really new degree program because aviation was still new.

			I thought pretty hard about my options, looking at bomber and fighter pilots. Billy Mitchell had made history, so he was an idol, just like Charles Lindbergh when he crossed the Atlantic. Eddie Rickenbacker, Frank Luke, the Red Baron [Manfred von Richthofen], Mick Mannock, Albert Ball—all these guys were fighter pilots. They were my heroes as pilots. That was what I wanted to be. It was more than a desire. I felt it was my destiny.

			In college I had to work to make extra money, so I was a parking attendant and did other shit. I had a loan shark ask me to work as a collection agent. I did that for a short time, but I realized that if I was caught roughing clowns up to collect money that I would have a record and that would kill flying. I was in the Army ROTC program at that time anyway and had started flight training. I became an aviation cadet in 1934 and completed ground and basic flight training in 1935.

			I did well, passed all the prerequisites the first time, high marks, and then went on to advanced training and earned my wings in 1937. Before all that, I had met a recruiting officer from the Navy recruiting graduates for that service. I told him I was interested and I wanted to fly. He did not seem too supportive of my desire, telling me that naval aviation was hard to get into, that the [naval] academy grads got first choice on those billets. I thought that was total bullshit.

			I also had a similar talk with an Army officer. He told me the same thing about the West Point guys getting first shot at the flying schools and said that my chances were limited. Again bullshit, I thought. Luckily, I was able to get my training through the school, which had a deal with the military for officers’ training. But I sort of had another problem. I had gotten married to Helen in college, and they were not taking married men into the flight programs. Actually, that was a major problem, so I adopted the last name “Boyington” to get by. My real dad and my mom split when I was a crawler, and I’d gone by “Hallenbeck” growing up. “Boyington” was my natural [biological] father’s last name, but since I would have no record of marriage as “Boyington,” that worked for me.

			In 1934 I had been assigned as a second lieutenant in the Army Coastal Reserve [630th Coastal Artillery battery] in Washington, and that bullshit was just not for me. It was boring as hell and not doing me any damned good. I had an opportunity to speak with a Marine Corps pilot, the first one I ever met. I don’t remember his rank, but he was a really squared-away fellow. He helped me get through the paperwork, gave me some advice, and I joined the Corps as an already qualified pilot. That was a real bonus, having a pilot’s license, I can tell you, and also being instrument rated.

			In 1936 I went to Pensacola, where I sailed through basic and advanced flight schools, and I graduated the next year as a Marine Corps pilot. I went to Quantico in 1937, and then to Philadelphia for a year, and finished in 1939. I went through the required training courses, even infantry training. That was the way the Marines worked; every Marine was a rifleman first. What you did after that was a MOS [Military Occupational Specialty]. The Corps then sent me to San Diego, where I carrier-qualified flying off the Yorktown and Lexington.

			Taking off and landing on a carrier is a head rush, no shit about it. I got good at trapping. You have to remember that back then, there were no totally reliable catapults to launch aircraft from a carrier deck. You still had to turn the ship into the wind, and then use full throttle for a full-power takeoff to get speed and distance once you left the deck. You pulled back on the stick to get lift once your airspeed was adequate to avoid a stall and then trimmed your plane.

			After all that was completed, I had orders back to Pensacola in 1940. They made me a basic flight and instrumentation instructor. Not bad duty, standard working hours with plenty of time to hit the “O” [officers’] club. I was then assigned all over hell and high water, but getting some good flight time in. At least they made me a basic flight instructor, which was better than sitting behind a desk somewhere. That would have been a death sentence.

			While in Florida, I was able to fly in a few competitions, such as the Miami Air Races. Jimmy Doolittle was also a major participant in a lot of these events for many years. That was when I first met him, at an air race. Doolittle is a hell of a nice guy, I have to say.

			Hell, I would have flown a case of beer just to log more air time, because that was where your experience came in. It also helped to have a lot of air time when going for promotions.

			I continued flying and instructing, but I also read all of the newspapers I could get my hands on. I was up to speed on what the hell was going on in Asia and Europe. I knew that eventually we were going to get involved, and I was not going to miss out on the action. Kind of like walking into a casino with a pocket full of coins—you know that sure as shit you’re going to hit those slot machines.

			The Japs were overrunning China, and I knew soon it would be the entire Asian continent. I saw the Chinese government was hiring people, especially pilots. I made a long-distance call to a number I’d been given by a guy I knew in flight school and spoke to a fellow, a nice enough guy, about the particulars of the job. He said that former military pilots were being selected for a special unit to work in China. He emphasized “former.” I was also informed that it would be illegal for a serving commissioned officer to go fly for a foreign country, so I resigned my commission. The pay was far better and with bonuses for fighter pilots who scored kills. I needed the money, so I signed up in September of 1941.

			The [1st] American Volunteer Group [originally known as the Central Aircraft Manufacturing Company (CAMCO)] was paying $675 per month plus a bonus of $500 for every confirmed scalp you knocked down. In 1941, that was the same as making $5,000 a month today [1986], and with me having an ex-wife, three kids, debts, and my lifestyle, I really needed the work. Hell, just the standard salary was almost ten times my Marine Corps pay. Besides, the government knew damned well what we were doing. They set it all up, [President Franklin D.] Roosevelt and that crew.

			That was when I learned that [Admiral Chester W.] Nimitz maintained files of all Navy and Marine pilots and ground crews going over. I can only assume he knew we were going to be in the war as well, and wanted to have an immediate source file to recall combat pilots. That made perfect sense to me. Why would the government not want a ready reservoir of trained pilots when the shit hit the fan? The only catch was that we had to be secret about the whole affair.

			Those of us who were accepted for work all went to San Francisco, where we boarded a Dutch ship called the Boschfontein, an old tramp steamer of some kind. Everybody had a cover story. My personal cover was that I was going to Java to fly for KLM Airlines. Some of the guys got really seasick, but I was pretty much OK. I had brought a good bottle of scotch along. Well, a few bottles actually. I wasn’t sure what the scotch supply would be like when we arrived. I had no idea if even the water was drinkable. Need to be prepared, you know?

			The first time I met Claire Chennault was in a village called Toungoo, right outside Rangoon, Burma. This place was a real shithole, I tell you. A real one-water-buffalo town. Every little village had a chief, and this one was no exception, although the British were pretty much running the show there. To be fair, most of these local people were very friendly. They knew what the Japs were doing, and that we were there to help, so they treated us well.

			Chennault was very impressive in appearance and commanded respect, although some of his decisions later alienated him from many of us. Frankly, he just pissed me off. He had issues with us and some of our antics, such as shooting down telephone lines with our Colt forty-fives on the train to our billets, holding water buffalo races and rodeos in the street, or shooting up the chandeliers in a bar when they quit serving us. Some of the ground crew had been caught smuggling guns and liquor for profit, and that went over like a mortar round.

			One of our last stunts was to fly the Chiangs on an escort mission. Before this, we were told to give an air show, a flyby for the benefit of the Chiangs, Chennault, and some other dignitaries. Those of us in the flight had a plan. We passed by so low in a rolling turn that they all fell flat on the deck. I guess this was the last straw for Chennault.

			My opinion of Chennault began to go downhill fast following his orders for a greater effort in ground-attack missions. These missions were costing us in aircraft and pilots for no appreciable gain. The 3rd Squadron [Hell’s Angels] was unusually busy, attacking imaginary depots and “unknown numbers of troops in the field.”

			It was all complete bullshit for the most part, and he had to have known it. Sometimes we had legitimate targets that we could confirm, and those were OK, but you still ran the risk of small arms nailing you. We were not even able to do a post-battle damage assessment most of the time, as we did not have a photo-recon plane to shoot post-operation pictures. It was all for local public consumption, to justify getting more money spent and for Chennault to get good press. Chennault just wanted to keep the reports active once we ran out of Japanese planes to tangle with.

			Many of the pilots refused to fly these missions, since there was no bonus for killing a tree. When Chennault threatened some of us with courts-martial, that really began the tide rolling against him. We reminded him that we were civilian specialists—contractors, I guess you could say—working for a foreign government, not his personal command. He had no legal authority to invoke anything resembling military prosecution. He was screwed on that and he knew it; the bluff backfired. Finally, Chennault negotiated extra money for strafing, and I volunteered. So did a few others, including [Dick] Rossi, [Charles “Chuck”] Older, [David Lee “Tex”] Hill, and [John] Newkirk.

			Chennault may have been a real prima donna prick, but the greatest thorn in my side was the executive officer, Harvey Greenlaw, although his wife was hot. This clown was not a friendly type, and he prepared the paperwork for a court-martial on me, Lewis Bishop, and John Croft for “conduct unbecoming officers,” all because we had been holding rickshaw races with the locals. I think he was of the opinion that I had been too friendly with his wife, Olga, and not just me. I will let that lie as it is. Well, among the many issues he had with us, he saw us pulling these two rickshaws with the drivers sitting in luxury as our passengers. The bitch of it was that we had to pay those drivers for the privilege of pulling their fucking rickshaws.

			I told that bastard Greenlaw that if he continued being a thorn in my side, I would introduce him to some old-fashioned hooking and jabbing. I also told him that accidents happened, and sometimes those Jap bombs that laid around unexploded had the habit of going off unexpectedly and you never knew who might get hit. If there was ever anybody whose coffee I would have liked to piss in, it was that asshole’s. He finally got the message much later. The thought of rolling a grenade into his tent crossed my mind, I can tell you. What a prick.

			Our living conditions were absolutely the worst shitholes you could imagine. People did their toilet business right in the street. Sanitation was unheard of, and the various diseases that we witnessed were enough to convert even the most adventurous of Romeos to celibacy. There were these dogs, real nasty mongrels that were wild and fed off the dead and dying people. The smells were indescribable. The greatest problem was the rat infestation. We made traps and all sorts of shit to try and get rid of them. One of the guys said he would get some poison for them, and soon he managed to get some strychnine or cyanide, something like that. He baited some food with the poison at various places.

			The outhouse was a great target of opportunity. Guys coming out at night often stepped on one. One of the ground crew was bitten in his rack. We had a generator to operate a few lights; otherwise we had oil lamps and candles. One night the lights were cut on briefly for a P-40 to land, and we had a few cars with their headlights on alongside the runway. The entire landing strip seemed to be moving. It was a rat migration or something. Incredible sight, really. We could not get rid of the damned things. We hired some local boys to hunt them down, which they did. They ate the damned things. I was offered some roasted rat, but passed on that. I would stick to water buffalo steaks or canned meat.

			There were so many stories about these locals that they could fill a book. There was this one guy, and he had a pet cobra. I see your face [referring to Heaton]—yes, a cobra. He kept that bastard in a canvas bag, and he would pull it out and show people for a fee. I saw it and it had to be at least eight feet long. I asked one of the interpreters if the guy had ever been bitten. “No,” I was told, the toothless old fool had never been bitten. Later on, I heard that it did bite him, and he died. I guess it takes all kinds.

			

			—

			Another reason Chennault was pissed at a few of us in general, and me in particular, was we would have rifles out and go hunting. I think it was Charlie Bond who came up with the idea. There were wild pigs running around, but we also had a monkey problem. These damned monkeys were destructive, thieving bastards. Once we heard a ground crewman yelling, and some of us stepped out. He was jumping up and down—this damned monkey had left a tent and was hauling ass down the dirt side road, dragging a cartridge belt and holster with a forty-five in it. When some of the guys got close to it, it slipped the forty-five out of the holster.

			We were not too worried about it because you had to cock the pistol before it would fire, but you still did not want to lose a weapon, as we all had to sign for them. Well, this guy went to get the pistol from the monkey, and the monkey was not having any of it. It was really aggressive. When the mechanic came closer, the monkey dropped the gun and jumped on his ass, scratching and biting him. He was bloody as hell, and he beat that damned monkey damned near to death. Another guy pulled his sidearm and shot the monkey.

			Now we had a real problem. We had been warned about rabies in the local animals. We had no medical facilities, so we had to take the monkey and the mechanic into Rangoon, and then to India. From what I heard, the monkey was not rabid, but the mechanic had to have surgery to reattach his left thumb and stitches in his face and on his arms. Well, after that, some of us went monkey hunting. We were shooting those suckers out of the trees. Our hope was that they would be too scared to come back. They weren’t completely stupid. Hell, they were smarter than some officers I knew. Chennault heard about that shit and called us on the carpet. We defended our actions by saying it was pest control to protect the men, and he let that ride.

			We always had these tiger scares. The locals lived in fear of them, and you heard these stories about them killing someone. We did not have a tiger kill anyone while we were there, but one night one of our perimeter sentries heard what he thought was a tiger. He alerted the rest of the guards and they spread the word to be extra cautious. Ben Foshee and I decided to make a tiger trap. The next day we hired some locals and had them dig a deep-ass pit about fifteen feet deep and ten feet square. Then we had some bamboo stakes sharpened and cut to about three feet long. We buried them vertically to impale the tiger if it fell in. I wanted a tiger skin to take home; that would have been great.

			Then we covered it with light bamboo rods and grass to camouflage it. We baited the center with a dead chicken, sure that it would draw the tiger to an easy meal. Well, two nights later, we heard a big squeal and crash, and knew we got something. We decided to wait until sunrise when we could see what the hell it was. When we went to the trap, we saw that we had caught a large boar. It was still alive, so I fired a round into it. Well, we were disappointed that it was not the tiger, but we barbecued that big bastard and had a feast.

			Then, if this shit was not already crazy as hell, one of our guys living in one of the tents near the end of the strip failed to report the next morning. Tex [Hill] sent one of the guys to go check on him, and he came back running, out of breath and white as a snowstorm. He was yelling “big fucking snake” over and over again, so we got to the tent. Sure as horseshit, the guy was in his hammock and a large-ass python had coiled its body around him. His head was cocked over at us, and his eyes were the size of hubcaps. He was scared shitless and I could not blame him.

			Well, we had to get that big-ass snake off of him, so I told someone to find where the head was. One guy located it, and another pilot—I think it was Rossi, not sure—grabbed its tail. Anyway, we wrestled that big bitch off the poor guy. It took five of us, and when we killed it, the thing measured twenty-five feet long and weighed at least two hundred pounds, if not more. We gave it to the villagers, and they were happier than pimps on payday. They ate them, you know. Hell, I think they ate everything with a pulse, to be honest.

			

			—

			[The AVG had] three flights. The 1st Squadron was “Adam and Eve,” which I was assigned to. The 2nd Squadron was the “Panda Bears” commanded by Jack Newkirk, while the 3rd Squadron was the “Hell’s Angels” led by [Arvid] Olson. My squadron saw the least combat and was the last to really get involved in the action. Each squadron had twenty pilots and was completely staffed with ground crews, including mechanics, avionics, and weapons specialists. [Historian Barrett Tillman disputes these numbers since the AVG had about a hundred pilots and sixty Navy/Marine Corps. (Note to author, March 20, 2021)] Those were good guys, dedicated and very solid, I can say for the most part. We rarely had enough operational aircraft for all the pilots. Maintenance suffered because we had a hard time getting spare parts, and the Warhawks were all so worn out that I worried about some of them even being airworthy. [Tillman believes that instead of being worn out, the AVG planes might have been diverted directly from a UK shipment. He does not recall any other Tigers making similar comments. (Note to author, March 20, 2021) In interviews I conducted, Chuck Older, Tex Hill, and Dick Rossi also contradicted Boyington’s statement.]

			I began flying familiarization with the Curtis P-40s we had been issued, as well as the P-36 types that were around. This was in November 1941. The P-40s were aircraft that we had lend-leased to Britain and were loaned from the RAF [Royal Air Force] to us again. We got the idea to paint shark mouths on them after someone found a picture in a magazine showing a RAF P-40 in North Africa painted that same way, so we kind of stole the idea.

			My first flight in a P-40 was something of a show, since I had always preferred to make three-point contact landings in the planes back in Florida. I had the cockpit check and took off, and when I tried to land, I bounced, so I slammed the throttle forward for another go-around. The result was a ruptured manifold gauge, and when I landed, I was given a stern reprimand about gunning the Allison engines. My argument was that these secondhand fighters were so worn out, it would not take much for them to break down. I started flying combat with “Adam and Eve” [1st] squadron in early December, and I remember thinking when we heard about Pearl Harbor that it was only a matter of time before we were brought back into the U.S. military. That would mean less money.

			Rumors abounded that we were going to be disbanded and all pilots and ground crews would be drafted back into the military into each man’s respective branch of service. Then there was the rumor that [General] Hap Arnold was going to place us all in the Army to fly. Those of us who were not Army were not too happy to hear that kind of shit, and besides, the AVG gig was better money. We were still doing the same job, just better paychecks. Right after we arrived in Rangoon, we took off on a “bogey” [unidentified aircraft] call on January 26, 1942, and ran into around fifty to sixty Japs. We were severely outnumbered by the enemy, who were flying I-97 [Nakajima Ki-27]-type fighters. They were about two thousand feet above us and diving down. Pretty soon I was all alone, as everybody else decided to run for the deck. I pulled over to the right to avoid the crowd, and I spotted two I-97s and closed with them. As I fired at one, the other pulled a loop over me, so I had to break off and compensate for the maneuver. I just gave up and followed suit, heading for the deck like the rest of the guys.

			Then I suddenly pulled up and climbed. I spotted another [enemy] fighter and decided to drop the nose and close in, firing as I gained on him. Suddenly, as he was almost filling the windscreen, he performed a split S that any instructor would have envied, and I then noticed that I was not alone. His friends had joined in. I got smart real fast, again took another dive, and ran for home, no claims. When I landed, I found a Jap 7.7-millimeter bullet in my arm, an incendiary that gave me a nice scar. I also found that I had been reported as shot down. I think Dick Rossi was also listed as shot down, because he arrived later after dodging a few. I think he also got a kill, but he claimed a damaged that was later confirmed, if memory serves. [Rossi did get the credit.]

			That first crack at the Japs was a disaster, and all of us were seriously upset with our dismal performance, especially since my rickshaw-racing buddy, [Louis] “Cokey” Hoffman, had been killed. Losing him was a real morale dump because he was the most experienced pilot, an old-school type and a great guy. He was prior Army and Navy and had flown just about everything we had. The first kill for me came three days after this. I got two, and the flight scored a total of sixteen with no losses to us. Rossi had scored. The next kills came soon after. We had already taken off on two false ground alarms. Probably another damned tiger was spotted, for all I knew. Finally, on the third hop, I saw a lone I-97 and took him out over the bay at the Settang River.

			I got three more on one mission, two of them close together. The third was an open-cockpit fighter, and took a long time to go down, even after I popped a lot of shells into it. I increased power and pulled up next door and looked over. I saw the pilot was dead, but the plane kept on flying. I slipped behind him and fired one well-placed burst to finish him off and collect the money. At that point I had six confirmed victories with the AVG. [
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