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Introduction

In the fall of 1925, a twenty-year-old Henry Talmage Elrod sat at his dorm room desk at Yale University, attempting to write a letter to a young woman he had dated in high school. He felt lost, he told her, both on the Yale campus itself and in the larger world of modern science and technology that he was studying in its classrooms. Connecticut seemed like a foreign country to him, in comparison to rural south Georgia. He imagined himself as a “piece of flotsam” swirling randomly on ocean currents and despaired of his ability to navigate the challenges ahead. It was an incongruous metaphor, given the winter landscape and falling snow outside his window, but he felt it. He wrote it. As his troubles deepened that fall, Elrod came to relish the idea of escaping it all like driftwood carried to a remote tropical island, washing up on a sunny beach somewhere far beyond the eyes of the civilized world. In one letter that same semester, written to the same young woman, he even envisioned himself dying in such a place.1

He had probably forgotten those undergraduate ramblings by December 4, 1941, when he touched down on Wake Island as a pilot in the legendary marine fighter squadron, VMF-211. Yet just as he fantasized in college so long ago, he had indeed found his way to a remote Pacific island. There were, in fact, few islands as remote. Japan lay over two thousand miles westward, and Hawaii about the same distance to his east. And just as he had envisioned in 1925, he died there. He lived only nineteen days on the atoll, just long enough to see the full moon whittled down to a slender crescent, less time than he once spent writing term papers at Yale. In that blink of an eye, however, he accomplished military feats for which he is still celebrated today. He was awarded a Medal of Honor, and countless books and articles have told the story of those nineteen days again and again. The Marine Corps named a street by the airfield at Quantico “Elrod Avenue,” and the US Navy named a frigate after him, the USS Elrod. As we speak, his portrait hangs in the Hall of Honor at the National Naval Aviation Museum in Pensacola, Florida.

Despite the attention paid to his final days, however, there is no scholarship to date about his early life or the path that led him to those fateful shores. This book tells that story. It is not a long one, for his life was cut short at the age of thirty-six. Yet his journey to Wake Island was unique and tortured in ways that few lives are, and which fewer still survive. Indeed, Elrod’s undergraduate musings apply here, too. He said he felt like “a piece of flotsam,” and I can think of no better image. He never graduated from Yale University, due to his father’s suicide, and running away from his troubles by climbing into a westbound boxcar only carried him to fresh hardships. It is the story of a young man drifting aimlessly for long periods, moved by a myriad of conflicting currents, turning, circling, tossed by waves, returning to his original position, moving sideways. Flotsam.

Some of it was his own fault. He possessed a keen, mischievous intelligence but did not always choose to apply it in the most judicious manner. Sometimes wildly overconfident, he was just as frequently paralyzed by debilitating self-doubt. Many of his troubles, though, were none of his doing. He experienced ordeals in his youth that no one should be forced to endure. They scarred him, I will argue, in ways that not only led him to that lonely outpost in the middle of the ocean, but, once there, shaped his approach to waging war—and dying.

In addition to the intrigue and spectacle of his emotional stumbles through life, Elrod gravitated from the very start toward the exciting new frontier of flight. As early as the 1910s and 1920s, as a high school student in Thomasville, Georgia, while his friends were buying the latest clothing styles or Victrola records, he walked through weeds to the outskirts of town to buy as many tickets as he could afford to fly with traveling barnstormers. Again and again, he went up in World War I–style, canvas-covered, two-seater biplanes to survey the cotton fields of south Georgia. Sometimes he paid a little extra for a “loop-the-loop.”

As a newly minted private in the US Marine Corps in 1928, his first assignment placed him with a marine air squadron at North Island, San Diego, where he worked as a clerk and armorer with Curtiss OC-2 Falcons. These were observation aircraft, though still two-seater biplanes, with metal fuselages and canvas-covered wings. From there to flight school at Pensacola and onward to Quantico and Hawaii, Elrod flew every airplane the marines would let him taxi out to the runway, ending, of course, with the state-of-the-art Grumman F4F-3 Wildcat fighter, with which he sank a Japanese destroyer in 1941. His life story is therefore bound up inextricably with the story of interwar flight. As such, I have tried as much as possible, without losing sight of the main character, to explain how aviation history informed his experience of flying, both in peacetime and in war.

War itself changed in fundamental ways during Elrod’s life, and that is part of his story, too. As an ROTC cadet in college, he studied Civil War–era cavalry tactics that required him to train on horseback. His early days as an enlisted member of an observation squadron’s ground crew introduced him to the “Advanced Base” theory that guided marine operations in the 1920s. Yet over the next decade, marine strategists developed an increasingly sophisticated “Amphibious Operations Doctrine.” Once he got his wings in 1935, Elrod participated in every Fleet Landing Exercise, or FLEX, staged by the marines until the outbreak of war, honing his skills in carrier-based takeoffs and landings, reconnaissance, bombing, fighter support for ground combat, the use of amphibious landing craft, and parachute drops. All of these exercises, moreover, were conducted on small islands very similar to Wake. By 1941, there was no pilot better prepared for the challenge of attacking or defending such a position. The marines moved him forward to Hawaii for this reason in 1940. And as the prospect of war with Japan became ever more likely in late 1941, the same logic contributed to the decision to move him two thousand miles farther into harm’s way.

Lastly, it is important to say a word about the methods I employed in reconstructing some of the most obscure moments of a life that went largely without notice until it ended on Wake Island. As a college history professor who has taught and published for the last thirty years to earn my living, I have been careful to work within the constraints and expectations of academia. The book draws on primary sources and archival material, wherever possible, and I have labored to cite those sources accurately and to maintain objectivity. Yet, at the same time, this project is a bit of a departure for me. I am Elrod’s great-nephew. My grandmother, Farrar Elrod Ramsey, was his little sister. So some of my information, especially concerning Elrod’s early life, comes from family stories, especially hers. Many of them exist today only in my memory. As his adoring younger sister, moreover, my grandmother was not always impartial in her depictions of him. She was a fierce and loyal advocate. I have tried to take this into account. Her recollections, nevertheless, provide a crucial glimpse into his troubled childhood and adolescence.

My account also relies in some places on letters, memories, and diaries, the latter recorded by my father, William L. Ramsey Jr., and my uncle, Henry Elrod Ramsey. They grew up idolizing their “Uncle Talmage” and spent their adult lives gathering information that they hoped would become a book someday. The book they envisioned writing together never materialized, but they managed to produce a rough manuscript of about seventy-five typewritten pages that documented many of their discoveries and ideas.

While they were not always adept at recording names and dates, their energy and commitment led them to some remarkable information that has proven indispensable. My uncle Henry, for instance, managed to find Elrod’s high school sweetheart in her golden years and copy a few excerpts from her diary. These provide the foundation for chapter 2. Henry also traveled to Virginia to speak with Elrod’s widow, Elizabeth Carleson. Both brothers, meanwhile, attended reunions of the Wake Island defenders throughout the 1970s and 1980s, collecting stories about Elrod from anyone who remembered him. On a few occasions, they pulled me by the elbow in my teens to hear memories I had not yet learned to revere. These sources of information are not ideal for academic purposes, yet they have allowed me to tell the story of Hammerin’ Hank Elrod more fully than I otherwise might. I am grateful to them for that foundation of knowledge.









Chapter 1

1905–1920


In the late evening hours of Wednesday, September 27, 1905, the last visible crescent of the moon narrowed into almost nothing, and Henry Talmage Elrod took his first breath. The exact hour was not recorded. The state of Georgia required no official records of such things yet, and the small farming community of Pitts, in the southwest corner of the state, had no place to keep them if it did. According to the Irish poet William Butler Yeats, who may have been watching the sky that same night, only the “Hunchback and Saint and Fool” are born under the influence of the moon’s last waning crescent. Henry Talmage Elrod, as things turned out, would never be mistaken for a saint, and the marines have not traditionally enlisted hunchbacks.

As for the last option, he was also no fool in the pejorative sense of the word. Yet if we take it to mean, as Yeats surely intended, a medieval-style jester, a clown, a performer of foolishness for the amusement of others, it fits perfectly. In his younger years, he was constantly in trouble at home and school for his pranks and playful humor. As an adult, there is plenty of evidence as well that, while it made him many friends, it may have held him back a little in his military life. He may have taken his name in part from his father, Robert Henry Elrod, but no one in later generations had a clue where “Talmage” came from. My uncle Henry used to speculate that he was named for the Georgia politician Herman Talmadge, who was reputed to have stopped by the Elrod household frequently in 1904–1905 to sell agricultural products. Perhaps his parents just fancied it. At any rate, this was the name he went by in the immediate household, Talmage, and most of his friends in high school called him that. As a married man, he signed his letters to his wife as “Talmage.” By contrast, he was known exclusively as “Hank” to his fellow marines from 1927 onward. The nickname “Hammerin’ Hank,” by which he is typically remembered today, also came from the marines, but he heard it himself only in the final week of his life.

The first years of the twentieth century were heady times, not just for the Elrod family, but for south Georgia as well. While Pitts was not much to speak of as towns go, not even worth a mention in the census, it lay on the fringes of the fledgling community of Rebecca, Georgia, and Rebecca was officially incorporated as a township in 1904. Today, Rebecca has a declining population, and its main street is largely deserted. Abandoned storefronts present a quaint reminder of its glory days, which, in all likelihood, occurred about the same time as Talmage’s birth, 1905, or the years just after. It had a functioning bank and general store back then, and a population of over 250. Even in its heyday, however, it was a remote, rural community devoted to agriculture. The federal census of 1910 lists the residents of Rebecca and Turner County as being engaged almost exclusively in the trade of “farmer.”1

The year 1905 was an eventful one for the United States as a whole. It marked the beginning of Theodore Roosevelt’s second term in office as president. He made a name for himself on the world stage this year by brokering a peace treaty between Russia and Japan. His niece, Eleanor, married a twenty-three-year-old Franklin Delano Roosevelt in New York City, and the Wright brothers made headlines again. Having invented human-powered flight only two years earlier, they improved on the original Wright Flyer by modifying the rudder, increasing the capacity of the gasoline tank, and adding two radiators to cool the engine in hopes of making longer flights possible. The 1905 Wright Flyer III did not look much different from the first one, but Wilbur and Orville Wright astonished the world by keeping it aloft for a whopping thirty-nine minutes.

Elrod’s father, like most residents in the region, was listed as a farmer in the census, but he had received at least some education at the college level at Mercer University in Macon, Georgia. While it’s unclear whether he ever received a degree, it was enough to qualify him to teach school in Turner County, which boasted an illiteracy rate of 24 percent. It was possible to farm and teach because the academic calendar was crafted to accommodate the seasonal demands of agriculture. Students, too, were expected to work on farms rather than study during the growing and harvesting months.

It might raise eyebrows today, but Elrod’s mother was one of his father’s former students. She was somewhere in her teens and he was twenty-six when they got married. It is hard to pin down her exact age, in part, because the Elrods appear to have misrepresented or misremembered it to a federal census agent when he stopped by their house in 1910. They told him that she was twenty-two years old and that they had been married for five years at that point. That puts her at about seventeen years of age in 1905, the year of Talmage’s birth, and suggests that they were married that same year. Yet her birth date is listed as August 11, 1886, on her grave marker. If the tombstone is correct, she would have been nineteen years of age at her wedding. The marker also suggests the marriage may not have been her happiest memory in later life. She chose, for instance, not to be buried next to her husband in Thomasville, although there was (and is) space available, but rather in Ashburn, Georgia. In addition, she requested to be listed on the marker only by her original maiden name, Margaret Belle Rainey, with “Wife of R. H. Elrod” chiseled in small letters at the bottom.2

Talmage, too, carried scars from this household—quite literally, I argue—for the rest of his life. Maybe his mother shared a portion of the blame by being too reticent or retiring in times of trouble. Yet by all accounts his father played the dominant role in shaping their home life, with religion casting the brightest flames from the hearth.

Robert H. Elrod was a member of the Primitive Baptist Church and served periodically as a minister. Primitive, in this case, meant “original” or “old-style.” Sometimes referred to as “Hard Shell” Baptists, they were committed Calvinists, even as they denounced John Calvin himself. As such, they embraced the doctrines of predestination and “Limited Atonement,” the idea that Christ died only to save a limited number of souls, more fiercely than many modern Baptists. Indeed, a number of mainstream Baptist denominations reject these beliefs today. Primitive Baptists did not practice infant baptism. Church membership was signified instead by baptism as an adult, either by immersion in the waters of a baptismal font within the church or, more often, in a nearby stream. They washed each other’s feet in remembrance of Christ’s example and foreswore the use of musical instruments in worship because they could find nothing in scripture to recommend them.

My only keepsake from Robert H. Elrod is a handwritten poem about the importance of observing the Sabbath. It is articulate, capably rhymed, and predictably devout. I have read it twice in the four decades that it has been in my possession, once when my grandmother first gave it to me and once when writing this chapter. I have no desire ever to do so again. Nevertheless, it confirms that he had some literary skill and was not messing around when it came to religion. Henry Talmage Elrod was given a heavy dose of his father’s doctrines from the cradle onward.3

He was joined in the crib by a younger brother, Hubert, in 1906. While Talmage developed normally, experimenting with sounds and making words within his first year, it became clear early on that something was amiss with his little brother. Hubert was a lively, affectionate infant, but he could not hear. So the first words never came for him, and traditional schooling, such as his father taught, was out of the question. The Elrod family did their best to teach him to read and write and do his numbers, but the experience taxed everyone, especially Hubert. The frustration sometimes overwhelmed him, and he gave way on occasion to tantrums that traumatized the family.

It seems likely that Hubert was still struggling to read and write as late as December of 1915, for he did not submit a letter to Santa Claus to the local newspaper like his older brother. At ten years old, Talmage’s letter was not a literary masterpiece itself, but he managed to get his message across. He asked Santa to bring him “just five things. The first thing I want is a coaster brake bicycle and a Winchester rifle and seven boxes of cartridges, a cowhide whip and some oranges.” Hubert, age nine, would likely have appreciated a bike and a rifle, too, but he apparently had trouble communicating those wishes in a manner fit for publication.

I met Hubert in his later years, when he had mastered sign language and overcome the obstacles that had given him so much trouble as a child. He resembled his older brother in many ways physically. He was tall, thin, and loosely sprung. Hubert may also have shared some of his brother’s personal traits as well. He was irreverent, impatient, and constantly alert to opportunities for comedy, even in situations that were not well suited to it. He was an old man when I knew him, but he always had a glint of mischief in his eyes that I feel certain he must have shared with his brother.4

My grandmother, Farrar, was the last of the Elrod children to be born in Pitt, in the Rebecca District. She arrived in February of 1910, as the family was considering a move. Her father ultimately purchased a sizable amount of land in Thomas County, near the bustling city of Thomasville. It does not appear to be a significant move on modern maps, only about a forty-minute drive by car, but in 1911 it must have been a grueling affair to move furniture and equipment by horse-drawn carriage along dirt roads. It brought the Elrod family into contact with a broader variety of social life than ever before. Thomasville was a regional railroad hub, with vibrant linkages to Savannah, Atlanta, and Birmingham, Alabama. Due to its location in the pine barrens just north of the Florida border and its easy accessibility by passenger rail, it developed a reputation during the Gilded Age as a temperate and healthy seasonal resort for wealthy Northerners seeking to escape harsh winters. The first visitors came for their health in the 1870s and 1880s, but others soon came for the abundant recreational opportunities of south Georgia, including hunting, fishing, and swimming. Glamorous hotels and resort accommodations sprang up around Thomasville by the turn of the century.5

Initially, the Elrods had little to do with this resort economy. Their new place lay just south of Thomasville, Georgia, by about eight miles. Highway 19, which runs between Thomasville and the next small town to the south, Monticello, Florida, was known as Monticello Road in the early 1900s. Most of the Elrod universe revolved for the next few years around a two-mile stretch of this dirt thoroughfare, taking in its side roads and paths. They occupied a modest four-room house with a long central hallway. At the height of his prosperity, R. H. Elrod owned about four hundred acres, devoted in large part to pasturage for horses and cows. At least some of these were milk cows, for Talmage’s chores included tending to them. A good part of the farm was devoted to cotton farming, as well, though it is unclear how much. Two more sisters followed in due time: Mildred in April 1912, about two weeks after the sinking of the Titanic, and Kate, in 1923.

My grandmother’s earliest memories came from this farmhouse in Thomasville. The first involved a litter of kittens that she loved to cuddle with and pleaded with her father to keep. He was determined to rid the farm of them, however, and placed them all in a burlap sack and plunged them into a pail of water until they stopped kicking. My grandmother, between four and six years old, squatted beside him the whole time, sobbing.

Traumatic as that was, the incident she discussed with me most frequently was a beating that her father dished out to Talmage in the front yard. She and her little sister Mildred huddled together on the front porch watching their father whale away on him. Talmage crouched in the dirt, taking blow after blow, some delivered with a stick, some with a clenched fist. The viciousness of what she witnessed remained with her the rest of her life. It was so bad, she said, that she feared for Talmage’s life.

When it was all over, her brother at last stood up and staggered up to the porch and passed by the two terrified girls on his way into the house. He paused just then, surprised to see them there, and mumbled something like “It’s awright,” or “It’s okay,” or “It’s all over.” She noticed a trail of blood running down from one of his ears. This may be the event that caused what appears in later photographs to be a fractured orbital bone that never healed properly above his left eye. It can be seen clearly in his 1922 football team photo and his 1927 marine enlistment photo.

She remembered the incident with such detail because of the sheer terror it instilled, but also because she felt guilty. The punishment was administered because of her behavior, hers and her little sister Mildred’s, while under Talmage’s supervision. She had begged him to let her slide down the roof of the barn, a pastime that he had invented some time before and subsequently taught to his little sisters. They would climb up to the ridgeline of the tin roof, position themselves directly in line with the trunk of an oak tree that had grown jamb up against the edge of the tin sheeting, then slide down so that they grabbed the tree before flying off into the air. It was a dangerous and thrilling game, and their father had warned them to stop it. When he returned from a trip into town to see the two girls once again sliding down the roof of the barn, he flew into a rage. He parked Farrar and Mildred on the porch and pummeled their brother.

My grandmother could not remember the exact year of the incident. She and Mildred might have been anywhere from six and four years old, respectively, to eight and six, but no older, since they moved to a new house in 1918 when my grandmother was eight years old. That puts Talmage at between twelve and fourteen years of age, and the year, between 1916 and 1918. Woodrow Wilson was president, either way, and the world was at war.

The primary form of local transportation in the war years was still the horse-drawn carriage, although a growing number of “motor” carriages began to appear by 1918. These sported a variety of brand names that are unfamiliar today: Hanson, Comet, Revere, Tulsa, Paige, Oakland, Stanley. Most of them failed to survive the 1920s, when the Ford Motor Company rose to prominence. The Elrods may not have had an automobile just yet, but they certainly had one by 1922. We know because Talmage crashed it that year.

As head of the household, Robert Henry Elrod comes across as a stern and forbidding figure, as a drowner of kittens and beater of small boys. Yet other stories suggest that he allowed his children a good deal of latitude and freedom around the farm. Talmage was given a jet-black colt about this time, which he named Prince, and he spent a fair amount of time galloping through the fields around the house. The basics of horsemanship apparently came easy to him, and he soon began practicing more advanced techniques of rodeo-style maneuvering and roping. This was sometimes accomplished at the expense of his two sisters, who served against their will as targets for the lasso whenever they were spotted in the pasture. They were about the same size as small calves or pigs and could cut and change direction about as quickly. They were a little less fleet in straight-line speed of escape, but their genuinely terrified screaming and angry recriminations likely made up for that deficiency in his mind. Both Mildred and Farrar agreed in later recollections that their participation was not voluntary, but they also acknowledged that neither of them had ever been injured as a result of being chased down, roped, and hog-tied.6

Prince did not always serve as an engine of war in Talmage’s hands. Up through the sixth grade, he rode Prince to McLean’s Grammar School along a series of dirt roads and shortcuts through the woods. Mildred and Farrar tagged along on foot until they reached Hammond’s Slough Creek, at which point he would stop and let them each take a stirrup for support. This story caught my attention as a child, and I asked many questions about the mechanics of the crossings. The girls would carry their shoes and socks across with their books while holding the stirrup to keep their balance in the rushing water. If there had been a hard rain or the stream was too high, they would each place one foot in a stirrup and cling to the saddle horn as Talmage rode them across.

The girls had to improvise a different way of crossing the creek beginning in the fall of 1918, because Talmage was sent away to a residential private school, the Norman Institute, at the start of his seventh-grade year. Perhaps the barn roof incident was the precipitating factor. Maybe Mr. Elrod simply hoped to provide his oldest son with a quality education. The promotional material for the school, published in the local newspapers, certainly made it sound like a superb opportunity for students:

	Located in the most progressive section of Georgia, between Moultrie and Tifton, on A. B. & A.

	It has excellent equipment, good facilities for teaching sciences, home economics, short-hand, book-keeping, piano, violin, voice, expression and teachers’ course.

	Large beautiful campus, basketball, track and football fields.

	Two large dormitories, brick and cement, shower and tub baths, steam heat, electric lights, artesian water. All doors and windows just screened at cost of $1,000. . . .

	New and excellent library, best magazines and reference books.

	Five superb attractions from one of the best lyceum bureaus.

	Health conditions are perfect. No illness in town or school caused by local conditions. Matron with two years hospital training in charge. Not a case of “flu” this year.

	Faculty composed of college-bred men and women, who have had experience. All live in dormitories. All are Christians.

	Thorough-work, high curriculum, supervised study, day and night, accredited by A-1 colleges.

	Norman Institute’s graduates succeed. They are leaders in their community, or are leaders in colleges.

	State Supt. Brittain has granted the graduates of Norman Institute who take the one-year normal course, the license to teach two years without examination.

	Rates as reasonable as efficiency will justify.

	Girls wear uniforms consisting of college cap, white and navy blue middy suits. No uniform for boys.

	No loafing on streets. Girls carefully chaperoned.7




So Talmage was packed off to the school, about thirty miles up the road toward Moultrie, Georgia. This was more than half the distance from his original home in Rebecca. In fact, the family probably passed by the Institute, and may even have discovered it, while moving to Thomasville. It had been established by Georgia Baptists in 1901 and boasted an imposing two-story brick academic building by 1917, surrounded by gender-segregated dormitories on a sixteen-acre campus. It originally offered primary, elementary, and high school classes, but later added college classes as well, in the 1920s.

One of the students who attended during Talmage’s tenure at the school recalled that he got into a bit of trouble over the playing of his bugle. He had brought it from home and, even though the Norman Institute was not a military institution, decided without consulting the administration to walk out in front of his dormitory at the crack of dawn every day to play “Reveille.” This apparently brought a flood of complaints from his fellow students and faculty (most of whom lived in the dorms), and he was warned by school officials to desist. Talmage nevertheless continued to sound “Reveille” every morning until his bugle was forcibly taken away by his fellow students. Despite this episode, Talmage was quite popular at the school and was voted captain of the football team. His friends returned the bugle to him at the end of his eighth-grade year in 1920, when it was clear that he would be returning home to enroll at Thomasville High School.8

[image: ]
Elrod at age twelve, while in seventh grade at the Norman Institute. Marine Corps Archives, Quantico, Virginia.
His chores and obligations were more involved when he got home than they had been when he left. In the course of those two years, his father had taken on managerial responsibilities as the “superintendent” of two nearby “plantations,” Sinkola and Pebble Hill. These were not farms in the traditional sense, but rather semi-recreational properties owned by Northern investors. They were intended to provide a seasonal distraction for their owners and guests during winter months and, at the same time, yield a marginal profit through a variety of enterprises. These included the raising of cattle and horses to be shown at regional agricultural fairs and contests, and, in the latter case, raced for prizes in northern Florida. Portions of each plantation were devoted to agriculture, with rental housing for migrant workers, while other portions were retained in a state of nature to provide a hunting preserve. Mr. Elrod assumed responsibility for all of these endeavors. The opportunities presented by the new employment persuaded him to build a new house on the property of Sinkola Plantation. Both Pebble Hill and Sinkola continue to operate in Thomasville today.

Talmage worked alongside his father whenever necessary and seems to have taken a special interest in the racehorses. Within a year or two, he was taking them to the racetracks in Florida on a regular basis. There is no evidence that he ever rode them himself in competition, but there can be no question that he would have been highly motivated to do so. It would, indeed, be surprising if he did not race as a jockey at some point, given his lifelong love of speed and excitement.

Speed and excitement showed up in Thomasville in another form that captivated Talmage in 1920. A traveling airplane pilot named George Keightley flew into town for a few days and began giving rides to anyone willing to pay the price of a ticket. Aviation technology had taken huge strides forward during the Great War. Whereas the Wright brothers were pleased to keep their Wright Flyer III aloft for thirty-nine minutes at a speed of about 30 to 35 miles per hour in 1905, Mr. Keightley’s airplane could attain speeds of 100 miles per hour and fly for hours at a time. That was easily sufficient to circle about the city of Thomasville and tour the surrounding fields and even take a look at the nearby towns of Moultrie and Bainbridge and Monticello. Newspaper reports did not identify the model of the plane, but it may have been something along the lines of a two-seater Spad. An airplane of any sort was a rarity in south Georgia at this time, but a two-seater capable of taking up a passenger must have been seen as a true technological marvel. The price of a ticket was therefore considerable at the outset, and only the most prominent citizens appear to have gone up with Mr. Keightley. Their names were listed in the newspaper. Thomasville had no official airport, of course, but a parcel of land just outside of town was cleared and named the “T. L. Spence Jr. Field.”9

After Keightley moved on to other venues, a pilot named Davis Winn began plying his trade in Thomasville on a more permanent basis. In October of 1922, he let it be known that “he had lowered the price of a ride in the airplane to five dollars . . . temporarily for the purpose of stimulating business.” This may well have been the chance that Talmage had been waiting for. He had been watching the airplanes maneuver over the cotton fields with a keen interest and ultimately could not resist going up himself. He let his little sister Farrar tag along with him to Spence Field. She could not remember the exact year, but the memory of that day remained vivid for her until the end of her days.

If 1922 is right, then Talmage would have just turned seventeen years old when he left the ground for the first time and saw the world and its troubles diminish to a manageable size beneath his feet. The five dollars was probably well spent in his mind, for he returned from the flight so energized that he insisted Farrar should go up as
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