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FOREWOIW 

The following is the transcript of an oral history inter­

vlcw recorded on m~gnetic tape. Since only minor emenda­

tions have been made, the reader should consistently bear 

in miud that he is reading a transcript of the spoken 

ruthcr than the written word. Additionally, no attempt to 

t.:onfirm the historical accuracy of the statements has been 

m:utc. f\ s a result, the trnnscr ipt reflects the interviewee's 

personal recollections of a situation as he remembered it 

at the time of the interview. 

Editorial notes and additions made by USAF. historians are 

cnclosct.J in brackets. If feasible, first names, ranks, or 

tit lcs are also provided. Any additions, deletions and 

~llangcs s11h sc~1uc11t ly ma<lc to the tran~cript by the intcr ­

v iewcc arc not indicated. Researchers may wish to listen 

to the ;u: t u;ll intcrv icw tape prior to citing the transcript . 
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l(N(J'I ALL Mf.N BY mESE PRESENfS: 

That I, ·pH I L. I e <;; . c~, c. H & rl N , have this day 

participated in an oral·magnetic-taped interview with J111-1t.- ::..,· ( :. 

"""ft ..... · ~._· ... s .. J) .... (...,1 ... 6!._E_-..... I-_____ , covering my best recollection of events 

and experiences which may be of historical significance to the United 

States Air Force. 

Understanding that .the tape(s) and the transcribed manuscript 

resulting therefrom will be accessioned into the Archives of the Air 

Force to be used, as the security classification pel'111its, by qualified 

historical researchers whose access has been determined to be in me 
best interest of the United States Air Force, I do hereby voltmtarily 

give, transfer, convey and assign all right, title and interest in 

tile Jllelll)irs and remembrances contained in the aforementioned magnetic 

tapes and manuscr~pt to the Office of Air Force History, actmg on 

behalf of the United States of America, to have and to hold the same 

forever. hereby -relinquishing for myself, my executors, administrators, 

heirs and assigns all ownership, right, title and interest therein 

to the donee subject only to the following restrictions: -----

Accepted on behalf of the · 

Office of Air Force History ~~<-• ~J~=a:.,..._k'" 
':), '- ) 

Dated ~I /;+£ 19 / .<:>-
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SUMMARY OF CONTENTS 

Col Philip G. Cochran spent an eventful decade in uniform 
after joining the Army Air Corps as an aviation cadet in 
1936. An Ohio State University graduate, Cochran relished 
his role as a fighter pilot and enthusiastically entered 
into assignments at Langley Field, Virginia, Mitchel 
Field, New York, and Groton, Connecticut. After some 
intense wrangling, Cochran accompanied the British air­
craft carrier Archer with 35 P-40s which were launched 
off of Casablanca in ~upport of the hard-pressed forces 
hattling the Germans in North Africa during World War II. 
Jlis many daring exploits in this theater earned him fame 
and the attention of Gen H. H. "Hap11 Arnold, who person­
al 1 y ~elected Cochran to plan and lead the aerial inva­
sion of Burma as Commander of the First Air Command Task 
Force. After his notable duties in Burma were completed, 
the young colonel went to the European theater where he 
planned a similar air assault on Germany--Plan Arena--
hut the Third Reich collapsed hcfore his plan could be 
used. Colonel Cochran retired from the Army Air Poree 
in 1946 for health reasons but went on to serve as direc­
tor for Howard Hughes and in 1952 returned to Erie, 
Pennsylvania, where he presently serves as the president 
of his hrother'~ trucking company. The interview covers 
aJ I facets of Colonel Cochran's illustrious career and 
gives revealing insights into the personalities of indi­
viduals such as Lord Louis Mountbatten, Gen Orde C. 
Wingate, Gen "Hap" Arnold, and Gen George S. Patton. 
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COCHRAN 

OR/\L llTS1'0RY INTERVIEW NO. K239.0512-876 

Cl.ASS JFJCATION: Unclassified 

TJ\l•t:U INTEIW111W WJTH: Colonel Philip G. Cochran 

UATI: OF 1 NTERVJ EW: 20-21 October and 11 November 197 5 

Pl.ACE OF INTERVIEW: Rochester, New York, and 
Washington, DC 

CONDUCTfm BY: Dr. James C. Hasdorff 

II : Colonel Cochran, to begin the interview, why don't we 

talk a little bit about your early family life? How 

lnrAc a f3mily did you come from? 

C: Well, there were five boys, and that was it. No girls. 

W~ now range from age 68 or 69 to age 55. We were an 

Irish family. My- fatheT was a lawyer-type fellow. My 

mother was from Columbus, Ohio. Her name was Mary 

Lucy Dominica Reardon (laughter), and her father• s name 

was Timothy Reardon. Timothy Reardon had come over to 

l he Uni t<.~ <l Statt's as a boy. lie told me he was about 

h yt•a rs o 1 d when he came over, and he married a 1 ady 

namc-d [)uffy. She had come over as a child, and they 

m~t in Newark. Ohio. My motheT was born in Newark, 

Ohio. :nHI was ra iscd in Co 1 umhus, Ohio, and she was 

from a JtrAo family. My father, who was Bernard 

Cochran, was the son of Bryan O'Corcoran, and Bryan 



cnc1rnl\N 

O'Corcoran came over from Ireland when he was 18. ti<.• 

could neither read nor write. He had come off a f:irm, 

and he was one of those fellows that W<' r eetd ahout 

that came over to find the golden bricks in th~ str~ets 

in Boston. He landed in Boston, and prob3hly hecaus<.> 

he couldn 1t read or write his name- -anti the w:1y lw 

would say it he prohahly had a mouthful of Irish IHo)~lll' 

that you could hardly understand. 1 can just sep a 

paymaster trying to figure out what his name was wlwn 

he would say it. But we found his first citizenshLp 

papers when he passed on, and lo and behold, we.• found 

there that his name was really Bryan J. 0 1 Corcoran; 

and after he married a lady, who was his sl·hool tcaclwr 

by the way, who had come from I rel and when slw w:i s :i 

child, and her name was Ella McNiff, and Ella McNiff 

married Bryan O'Corcoran. We noticed in th~ir Rihlr 

that the first child born died in infancy, an<l it~ 

name was "Corer an." Now the "0" is ~one. Anti the 

next child that was born--and there it was ri~ht in 

the flyleaf of the Bible--the child's name was chang~J 

to Stella Cochran. So someway or anot~er, th3t p,ot 

around to being 11Cochran." 

My grandfather came with thP ra i1 road, the "n i da• 1 -

plated" railroad . He must have kept coming Wl'St with 
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his s~all family, and I guess he got as far as Hrie, 

Pennsylvania, and said that's it. He didn't want to 

go 3ny farther, and he settled down there. He learned 

to read and write by the way. I think maybe Ella 

tau~ht him. But he was a delightful man; I knew him. 

lie died when I was in college at Ohio State, but he was 

:1 fine guy. He was always wonderful to us kids. He 

was superintendent of the city parks in Erie, and we 

were very proud of him. His so~, my father Bernard, 

became apprenticed in the study of law. In those days, 

you apprenticed in a law firm's office, and my father 

hccame secretary to the may~r of Erie, Pennsylvania. 

Then when the mayor of Erie, Pennsylvania, was sent to 

Con~ress, there was to be a 2-year vacancy in the 

m:-iyoralty, and the council appointed my father as mayor. 

So my father was mayor of Erie, Pennsylvania, when he 

wa5 32 years old. We were looking at one of the5e 

t11in~s the other day, and I noticed that I was horn 

on .January 29th, and he was made mayor on March the 1st, 

I think. So I wa5 a squawking infant when my father 

wa5 mad~ mayor of Erie. As I said, I'm one of five 

hoy5; I hav~ an older brother and three younger bTothers, 

and four of u5 went to Ohio State. We grew up as Irish 

Catholic a1tnr hoy5. /\s I look back on it, we had a 

very, very deli~htful life . 

3 



COC:IWAN 

C: I picked excellent parents. I find now that I pi ck~<l 

excellent stock, going back, because I think they 

have given me and my brothers an insight into life 

that still helps us, and it has made for a v~ry, vrry 

delightful life. All five boys are still al ivc. Wr 

all are very, very close. A day doesn't go hy that 

don't spc:-ak at length with one of th<'m, :md a WN•k 

doesn't go by that we all don't speak to each otlwr 

about anything that happens to come up--be it Ohio 

State football or what's happening in the trucking 

business, or what's going on in the legal business. 

My oldest brother is a lawyer. He i s now retired, hut 

he has been appointed counsel to the Puhl ic Ut i Ji ti \ 'S 

Commission of Ohio. He 1 i ves in Columbus. My hroth<•r 

John owns the trucking company that I run, and thnt my 

youngest brother works in with me, and then we lw vc a 

brother who is in television in New York City. He i s 

a television producer. 

So, as I say, we picked good parents. We had a good, 

a rather wholesome, typical Irish - American lif<'. We 

were brought up, as you see, between the wars . J 

remember World War I quite vividly, hecaus ~ I wa s 8 

yea rs old when it ended, and l can rcmcmhc r t lw l' IHI 

of World War I. I can remember some of the mood of 
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our community and the mood of the people, and I can 

remember my attitude toward the war. It was kind of 

Jike a show for a kid, and the players in it were the 

men that went to war--and some who came back--and I 

woul <l look at them in awe. I would hear different 

things about different ones--like Rennie Gerbracht's 

uncle went over with black hair, and here he is now 

2 years later and he's got absolutely white hair. 

That•s because, we would say, he either was frightened 

or he got gassed. The gas was the big thing, and we 

w~rc hearing about the atrocious gas situation. I can 

rC'mc.•mhcr huy ing surplus gas masks. They were had ones, 

hut we would wear them around. It was like cowboys and 

Indians to a kid at that time, and rather serious. I 

rrmcmh~r we had a large American flag in our church 

that hun~ from the choir loft, and on it w~re the stars 

that represented the boys from our parish that were 

nvrrseas. If one of them weTe to he lost, or one of 

them ki1lcd, the 5tar would turn to gold, I believe. 

I rrmemhcr eveTy Sunday turnin~ my head around to look 

at th:it rJag and try to figure which ~tar represented 

which guy that wa5 gone. Thnt was kind of a scary 

th i llJ?, as I rem.ember it. But, as I say, we were hrought 

up during th~ war and had the norinal public 5chool 

edun1tion, lived in a me.dium-cla5s neighborhood. We 
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COCIWAN 

never had any money that l remember. I rcmcmh~r it; 

we didn't have any money. My dad was a studious typt• . 

He was not ever much interested in making more than 

what was required of him to have a good middl<:' -c l:is s 

family, and I think we lived in a neighborhood of Roo<l 

sound people who had probably a lot to do with our 

values as American c-itizens . A lot of that i!" st i 11 

in us and, of course, in eve ryhody in this country. 

Our schools had a great influence on us. /\s J rcm<'mlw r 

it, we had darn good teachers. I 1 ook ha<.·k now and 

think of the dedicated people an<l what they put up 1~ it h • 

but someway or other, they got us through it, and t h<·y 

were excellent people. The institutions wcr<:' gooc.1. ThC' 

city of Erie was a good Eastern-Midwes tern type city. 

and it was industrial. My parents were intE>rC'stcsd a 1-

ways in everything that was going on. and that pas :-><' cl 

on to us. I think it put into us a desire to educat~ 

ourselves more than just what was required of us . w~ 

all wanted to go on to college, and we all wantC'd to 

keep up on all manner of activities. WP coul<l clas~ 

it as a good, typical bringing up, and for which I'm 

ever grateftil, because it is rather fortunate>. 
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II: Dill any of the other members of your family go into 

uniform at any one time? 

C: Well, four of us were in the service. The one who was 

not was a young married with child, and that was John. 

John had fallen as a kid, and he had a cracked head. 

We used to kiJ him about it. That fracture in someway 

or other affected the pupil in one of his eyes, and it 

was enlarged, although he never had any trouble with 

it, and he is now an older guy. It never caused him 

any trouble, but he could not pass the physical. I 

know, unhcknownst to his parents and his young wife, 

that he at one time felt so strongly that he ought to 

IH.' in the effort that he went to Pittsburgh and took 

th~ exams for the Air Force, and .he was rejected, and 

he was rejected from the Army. Also, at that time, 

he had already started this trucking company that we 

now have, and it was getting to be of good size. As 

you know, transportation was quite limited. We were 

lacking in every type of transportation as the war 

went on. 

Bein~ in transportation, he was just about ordered to 

stny in it. He constantly worked in the war effort 

in th;tt manner, and it wasn't easy on truck transportati6n 
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people during the war; they couldn't get the necessary 

equipment. We weren't yet used to this type of trans· 

portation. We were veTy rai 1-oriented; but before t ht" 

war was over with, the truck came into its own. 

Well, people are now griping about the numhc.•r of t rtKks 

on the highway and all that sort of thing, hut tht•y 

tend to forget that it's our lifeblood. That al I 

started in World War II, that the rails, as you reml·m · 

ber, were quite serious I y inadequate, and the t nu: k 

began to take up the slack and f il 1 in. Then it w:1..; 

found that the truck was much more efficient for man y 

types of schemes for moving goods, and the truck jus t 

came into its own and has grown and grown evc·r s inc l' 

until it just about--well, it's a necessity of 1ir~ . 

It's just like food and shelter. There it is. Peop1r 

don't like them on the highway when they splash wat~r 

on them and get in their way going nowhere at 90 miles 

an hour. Now we couldn't live without it. Our whol~ 

economy is based upon truck transportation. 

I didn't mean to get into a plug for that. but .John 

wag the only one of the four that d i dn't go. Then· 

were three of U$ in the Air Force an<l on(' in th<· Navy . 

My oldest brother Paul, the lawyer, went into Navy 
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lntC'lligcncc. 1 was already in; as you know, I went 

into the Air Force. I went to the flying school in 

1936, so I was already a professional. 

Then my brother Tommy, who is the one now in television, 

was a literary type--that is, he was in journalism. He 

was in the service in the Air Force, and he was in the 

cacnn Miller ·unit. He was on camp newspapers for awhile, 

;inJ when they for11ed the Glenn Miller unit, he went 

over~~as with it as a radio writer, and he ended up 

first 5ergeant of that unit in Europe, which was quite 

:m C'iqwrience. Then when he came back, he went right 

h:1ck into radio and television. Then Joe, the youngest 

one, cnme right out of high school. l think he was 18, 

and they grahbed him. He was with the commando unit 

that J headed up in Burma, and he was a light-plane 

pilot, what we called a bush pilot at the time, liaison 

pilot, and had quite a career over there. He wa~ in 

India for 2 year~ and went through that campaign with 

u~. 

II: lfuJ thorC' been any military tradition in your family 

hcforC' your immediate family? 

<:: Non~ . NonC' what~oever. I remember Vincent ShePan . 

no you remember the author Vincent Sheean? 
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H: Yes. 

C: He was in intelligence, and he was over in Africa. lie> 

came up to Telepte where we were holding forth against 

the Heinies, and that fact kind of baffled him . If(' 

couldn't understand where this guy that was running 

things and dreaming up military i<lcas against th<.' 

Germans, and dreaming up all kinds of campaigns and 

counteractions , and studying with the French and li s­

tening to their intelligence, and listening to tlu'ir 

artillery people and their field people, and watching 

ground action and all that; he couldn't understand how 

I could be so steeped in military and never had any 

background at all. My background was marketing at 

Ohio State (laughter). But I have always fc]t that 

that was typical, and that's typical American an<l it' s 

typically United States Air Force. 

The Air Force was made up of all kinds .of guys lik ~ 

that. As you remember, or as you know, a West Point l'r 

who was trained in the military and knew the sc ienc~. 

or had ~tudied something, were very few and far hetwren, 

and most of the guys, unfortunately, wr.re cnu~ht up in 

logi s tics and admin is trntion. They would g<'t hookt•d 

with tho~e johs, :rn<l the comhat :md th(' actual military 
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planning and everything was just about left to us 

college types who, when getting their formal educa­

tion, had no dream in the world that they were ever 

going to be running wars and running squadrons or 

groups, and planning. And the whole backbone of the 

Air Force wer~ the·Reserve guys that had come out of 

Midwc5t universities and Western universities, and 

Southern universities. The place was loaded with them. 

A~ I say, I think that•s typically American, and it's 

the adaptability of the American person, the American 

young man, at that time, and I have always felt that 

it will go right back to my bringing up: the community 

in which I lived, the schools that I went to, my church 

activity where I was taught that I had a responsibility, 

th~ lar~c family; and if you don't do your share, you 

can't he in a large family and be a do-nothing. You 

ju~t ~row up knowing that you have to do som~ of your 

part, especially a farm kid. I was always lookin~ out 

for a fiRhtcr pilot who was a farm boy. Because farm 

kids know that they have to get up and do their part 

of the.• chore's. The chores on a farm have to h<:' gotten 

done :1t morning, at night, and all day long, and those 

kids know it. It isn't something that they have to be 

told, th~y just ~row up that way. When you ~et a kid 

likC' that and get him in the squadron, he already knows 
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that he has a responsibility to himself, a responsi­

bility to the others and to the effort, and he just 

doesn't question it. He just goes in and clo<'s it. 

You get a good fi~hter pilot that ha~ that st>ns c.· of 

responsibility, and you have got somcthin~ . W0 usl'd 

to look for them whC,\n we were choosing flights or 

choosing squadrons, choosing men, cnndi<latc.·~. f o1· ~· rnff 

squadron, you would look for the farm-t}•pe kids . 

But that doesn't mean that the kid right out of the 

Bronx wasn't the same way. Our families just put that 

sense of responsibility into us, l think the /\m(•ril·an 

way. There is enough individuality rcquin•d that 1lw 

responsibility, most times, goes right along with it; 

it's automatic. 

It's a long answer to your question, but it alway~ ti i<l 

seem peculiar that how did this kid from 9th and Ra s p­

berry in Erie, Pennsylvania, that little altar hoy 

from St. Andrew's Church, end up over in /\frica "running 

a war," so to speak, running a sec tor of the wa r and 

matching ideas and hrain s with a formidahlr. fo<·, tlu• 

German~, an<l watching th<'ir plans <>volv<' mul try to 

catc h th<'m at their tC'ndcncy to do the ~am<' thing ovt•r 

an<l over again. They are very mC'thodical as yn11 h:1v1• 
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always heard. I think that's true. I was able to see 

some of that, and watch their methodical nature, and 

tlwn <l rcn1n up some pl an to catch them at it an<l beat 

them at it. We were actually inventing some pretty 

good military strategy at that time with no formal mili­

tary background, and I suppose it was just - -well, it 

wa~ commonsense. Our way of knowing how to use your 

weapon, the airplane, and innovating. We had no back-

!!round. When I had the P-40 outfit in Africa, and we 

were pushed way forward there--really, up until that 

time no American unit had ever actually, on its own, 

faced the enemy. That was the start of it . Now there 

hall hcen some action, and I know there were some air 

action out of nngland up to that time, but nothin~ yet 

hig, and we didn 1 t have anybody to brief us when we 

w~nt forward there. I'm speaking of the western desert . 

You sec on the eastern desert the P-40 guys ha<l heen 

th<.•re, the 57th was over there; there were. several out-

fits that fou~ht with the British, and I'm speaking of 

the.• other end over in Egypt, in that area. But when we 

went in from the western end from Ca~ahlanca, Morocco, 

mul on throuj?h into Tunisia, there wasn't anyhody around 

thc."rC' to tC'l l US how to <lo it, W~ started to form OUT .. 
own mcthoJs, anJ we changed our formations; we chan~ed 

tactics a~ we went along to try to overcome the 
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adversities that would face us. Tn ov~rcoming t . h~ 

adversities, we were unconsciously setting n~w 

strategies and new. tactical methods. 

So we were innovative, but again it comes h:1< .. ·k to our 

heritage, I th ink, having grown up in tlw Unit (•d st :1 t •· s • 

and then the training that I had in the Air Fore~. 

which was marvelous. I was pretty darn W<'ll trairwd. 

H: Well, we will get back to this, but in the mean1 irrw 

would like to ask you what prompted you an<l so many 

members of your family to attend Ohio State University? 

What was the big thing there? 

C: It was cheap (laughter). As I said, we were now in 

1929, and my brother had gone 3 years previous or 4. 

It was a matter of economics. We had to work, and 

Ohio State was not far from us. You ~ec, we ar~ 

right on the border practically. We are only 25 milr~ 

from the border of Ohio, and Ohio offered, PV<'ll to 

out-of-state students, a very, ve·ry cheap education, 

and a good one. There were no state ~chools in Prnnsyl-
4-

van i a similar to th~ Ohio State system. 

Penn State, so named, was not a state school at that 

time. It was like Pennsylvania and many of the others; 
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it wm• quite co!'tly, I remember, and I never could have 

mad<' it, nor could any of my brothers. Because the town 

of State College, P~nnsylvania, is small; there weren't 

any jobs. Columbus was a pretty good-sized town, and 

there were jobs. So it was the .~equi rement of having 

to work and, therefore, the chances at a job to get 

while you were going to school, plus you got to remember, 

as I told you, my mother was born and raised in Columbus, 

Ohio, and I had two aunts and an uncle there. And al­

though that wasn't the prime reason, it was handy, and 

we knew Columbus, and liked Columbus, because we had 

vi~itcd there as kids, and we had a natural liking for 

Ohio State. 

I didn't want to go to Ohio State; I wanted to go to 

Northwestern, and for some reason or other that I can 

hardly recall--hut t rememher that I wanted most if 

somc-hody \tJould wave :i magic wand and said, "Where do 

you w:1nt to go to school?" I would have said Stanford. 

Por some reason or another, I was taken--I have read 

:1hnttt St:rnford, hut that was so far away. In those 

day~, it wa!" just ~o remote that it was unthinkable. 

Northwestern, again, because of the big city, and I 

was tookin~ for a joh of any sort to get through. I 

stayed out of ~chool between high school and college 
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for 2 years. I worked in a papcrrnill in Eri~ and ~ot 

enough money to get me through my first year, nnJ 

that's when I went. 

My older brother was a musician. He had a pretty gnod 

goal. He had already heen to Eurore with a hnnd. Ii<' 

went with the Yale hand, by the way, to tiuropc•, h<• 

cause he knew a hoy from Erie who was also ~ mu s i~inn 

who went to Yale. And as an aside, in that hantl was 

Rudy Vallee• so they were friends. But he, too, nc·cd<'d 

a city where there was hand work. So that took him to 

Ohio State, and then that influenced me. i\lthough I 

didn't play an instrument, J was a singer, so I got in 

bands then as I got to Ohio State and got alnng, :111<..I 

that ~ot me through school. I sang in bands most of 

my college time, all of it as a matter of fact, until 

I went in the Air Corp~. I was graduated in Junt'. 

took my exams for the Air Corps in, I believe it was, 

October at Selfridge, and mis$ed the October clas~. 

So they held me over then until the January class of 

1936. So I took my exam at Selfridge in Octohcr of 

1935. 

lt ended the day bC'forc thl' famous Ohio St:it1· ganw 

when Notre Dame heat Ohio State in the last minute• 
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ilnd •f hnl f of the ballgame, if you remember that one 

(laughter). 

II : Where did you first encounter Milton Caniff? 

r. : Well, Milton went to Ohio State, and he wa s 4 years 

ahead of me. Let's put it this way: he was a senior 

when 1 was a freshman, so I hardly knew him. I knew 

who he was, and he knew who I was because he knew my 

older brother. But Milton, well you can imagine, you 

know the relationship between a senior and a freshman. 

It's qu i te a gap . But Milton was a very, very well-

known person even then. Milton was showing his great -

n<.•s:-; a ~ a youngster. He wa5 known by everybody and, 

therefore, I knew hi m. And he knew who I was . And 

then we didn't see each other for many years. But we 

hnd mutual friends; I knew people that he knew. 

Milton, hy that time , had started his career and had 

hl~~·om£' 4u i t c we 11 known a5 a cartoonist, and he wanted 

to Jo Ai r force sequences. He wanted to write about 

fJ y i ng airplane s , and fighting airplanes, and that 

sort o( thing • . He realized that that was the coming 
+ 

thing . . I remember him saying you couldn't have a hero 

in an adventure strip that couldn't fly an airplane . 
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C: You just had to do it. And the mutual friends got u~ 

together by saying, "Well, why don't you talk to that 

Cochran guy? He's now in the Air Fore('. You r<'m<.•mher 

that guy, you know that used to sing? He is now in 

the Air Force." And Milton probably said, "Oh Y"~• 

remember. He was a friend of {f.ran~.7 "Ou<l<~" II i ~!J!S, 

and I knew his brother. Why don't you gc>t him to l·ouw 

around?" They got us together, and we ~tartt'<l to tall-. , 

and Milton started to pick my brains, us he said. Wl' 

just became so close that Milton became on<' of th<' 

family, practically, and we still are very. Vt'ry l·los(• 

friends. He used to come and visit my squ:Jd ron and 

watch the training that we were doing. 

We were at Groton, Connecticut, and he woul <l coml' down 

and watch us. We would dive-bomh right off the <'dg<.' 

of the field there into the Sound, and we had aPrial 

gunnery right close that he could watch. H<' woulli 

watch our aerial combat work, and then he would talk 

to the kids. He lived with us for awhile, and hr was 

imbued with this group of young American~ who w~r~ 

"girding their loins," so to speak, trainin~ thcmsC'lvP s 
.... 

to get .ready to go and fight. He wa~ just enthrallr<l 

with the type, a~ anyone should he. H~ rC' w:i s tlw 

crC'am of the United States young manhood. And 1ypical 
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or '""t·s, here were the men who were convt.~ rting them ­

selves from high-class college kids to high-class 

airplane drivers, to go over and fight and were 

sharpening their talents and their capabilities, and 

workin~ very, very hard. They would come in the room 

and slam down ·their hats and berate themselves because 

they hadn't held the dive long enough and missed the 

t :1 rgct, and all that sort of thing, and he just was 

so taken with this great part and serious part of 

Americana that he couldn't help but write the Air 

Force and the combat pilot into his ~trip, and that's 

whcre--do you remember the character Charles Charles? 

Do you remember any of this? You were quite young. 

Thc-y ha<l a character named "Charles Charles" who was 

called "llot-Shot Charlie" who was the hot-rod fighter 

pilot with the hat way back on the back of the head 

an<l the very, very self-confident attitude, lovably 

self-conscious, not arrogant, but there was a touch 

nf arroJ,?ance. And Charles Charles was sort of a 

cartoon of all of these kids, and he was not a real 

char:1cter. He always drew him as a cartoon-kind of 

~haracter. Rut the Charles Charles came to him be­

cause' it was the Charles River, and Boston, and the 

st;irt of the Revolution, and he named that kid 
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"Charles Charles, 0 because he saw in us young guys, 

the guys getting ready for combat, he saw the Vt'ry 

basis of this country. 

it just dedicated him . 

It not only intrigued him, 

And boy, he started in and 

started the Air Force thing until the Air Force just 

said, "Hey you, keep that up," because Mil ton w:i s a 

marvelous communicator for the Air Force to the puhlic, 

and he did a great service of communication. lie was 

very, very informative, and people read him hcca11st' t ht.·y 

were being informed and entertained at the some ti ml' , 

and he was fulfilling the avid hunger of people for 

information about the war. He was ahlc to <.·ommunieatc.•; 

he was a communicator and a great journalist; great story­

teller, too, and a heck of an artist. He's still at it . 

I met him then, and, of course, we {could] always !ruorel 

easily say, "Well, we went to Ohio State together," 

so that you don't have to go through the thing. ttut 

the truth of the matter is I hardly knew him :Jt Ohio 

State. And we got together later when I was long into 

my Air Force career, and he was long into his comic 

strip career. Then we formed a very, very close fri end ­

ship. He started that character which is suppose<l to 

be based upon my doing, which I never have allowcJ 

myself to admit to . But he started t·he chaructcr 

"Flip Corkin11 as a gag. He started it as u kind of 
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fun thing for both of us, and it took such hold. The 

character got such great response from thC' readers 

that not only JiJ Milton know it, and his ho~$t'S, his 

5yndicatc that owned him, but the Air Force noticed 

it and told him to continue it. · .The character was a 

sympathetic character, and the Air Force's attitude at 

that time was--the public relations people told Milton 

that for some Teason or other, parents felt that if 

their boys were in the hands of characters like that 

Captain f.orkin is, that they felt relieved. They felt 

that he was going to take pretty good care, and all 

that ~ort of thing. And yet, he was a dashing fellow . 

lie w:is c.lnshin~ enough to be intriguing, but he was 

so 1 i J c-noup.h for them to have confidence in, and be 

kind of ~ymbolized the Air Force officers that their 

hoys were going to fight under, and that sort of 

thin~. These aren't my ideas; this was told to me. 

ThC'y ~aid, nvou've got a ~yrnpathetic character there 

tfrnt p<:'opl<' identify with, anJ they can idc-ntify with 

him, anJ thnt gc-t:-; them closl~r to what the Air Force 

is tryin~ to 5ay and trying to do; and through that 

kin<l of thin~, they may be able to understand. So 

hl'Y. Mi 1 ton Cani ff, you keep that character going!" 

Sn what started out to be a Aag ended up being sort 

of :111 in~titution, if you will. (laughter) 
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C: Milton kept it going and, of cours<', he was usin~ a 

caricature of my face. The name of tlw dwr:u· tl'r wa s 

°Corkin." Now he got that because that was my ni ck 

name in the Air Force. I was known in the Air 1:on·,, 

as "Corkin," an<l that came hccausc my first squadron 

commander when I came out of flying school and was 

assigned to a squadron, the 33rd at Langley jn th~ 

8th Group, was a man named Captain Schulgen. Captriin 

Schul gen was a Brooklyn Irishman and a delightfol, 

delightful person, and he changed evcryhotly's namr to 

lri5h. and when he wrote it down, not wanting tn hoth£'r 

with Cochran, he always wrote, when he wa 5 lining up a 

flight and assigning you an airplane in CJ posit ion in 

a flight, he would write "Corkin. 11 We had a guy that 

was in my class that came at the s ame time , anti his 

name was Bragger, Jacob Jervi 1 Bragger. And .racoh 

Jervil Bragger came from the cheese country of Minnesota, 

and he was as Norwegian as you could get--hiR lon~, 

tall Norwegian, and Schulgen named him "Rroggin." Ant.1 

then we had another Irishman whose name wa s llillary. 

So he qualified, and Schulgen didn't change his nam~ . 

But then we had a hoy named Donald McDonald who w:a~ 

quite Scotch, as you can hear the ba~pipes in thut on~. 

and he changed him to "MicDonald." u~ didn't want 

that "Mac" stuff. So that became 11Corkin. 11 WE' Jl tlwn, 

22 
• 



• 

COCHRAN 

when thl' operations off j ccr would take over and assign 

tlw Clights, he, as a gag, would write ttcorkin" for my 

name . Then lo and behold when llecame a flight com­

mander a year or so later, and became operations officer 

in thC' same squadron, I always wrote "Corkin. 11 It got 

to be a thing. · I was known as that. For instance. my 

helme t had ucorkin" on it. My jacket had "Corkin," 

~n<l Milton saw that, and saw that l was called that. 

So h~ named the character "Corkin." And then the 

character was rather flippant, and he shortened the 

Phil i p to "flip," and that's where the "Flip Corkin" 

1.:amc from . 

Of course>, that character was operating in China, and 

:1t th r t im<.> the charac ter came out, of course I was in 

Afri ca . So that's how close it was. (laughter) It 

was a gag, and I saw the first cartoon of the character 

wh c• n I w;1s in Africa . Som~ ~uys brou~ht it to me. 

Thl· y hall found i t. It wa s ahout a month or so old, 

:inti I rC'membcr the fir s t box, it was a P-40 flying into 

t lw S l' t' O<' and you could see that the Te wa s a cha racteT 

in the cockpit, and in the halloon above he was saying, 

"If I eve r get through this mess, I'm going home to 

Er i c-. Pcnn~ylvania, and si t on the front porch . .. 

f I a11 f.! ht e r) lie wa~ quoting a thi.ng that I had said at 
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his house. "If I ever get .through this thing, I'm 

just going to go home to Erie, Pennsylvania, and sit 

on the front porch." I must have been ti rC"d :11 I Ill· 

time. I did get back to the front poTch t hut t IH•1·1' 

was a lot of compromising before I got to that hori -

zon, as the song said. But I did get ha ck to thr 

front porch, fortunately . 

H; What prompted you to apply for the Air Corp~ i 11 tlw 

first place? 

C: I remember that. Number one, J wanted to fly an :ii r­

plane. It intrigued me. Numher two, I was pa~sah J y 

mechanically inclined . I could take a Model -T apart . 

My father gave me a Model-T once when J was 16, and 

just like the kid~ aT~ doing today, l was alway~ 

modifying it--J always took it apart. Now that wasn't 

that prevalent at that time that I rememhPr. All t hP 

kids do it now, but in those days I <lid it. I always 

took my bicycles apart . I could overhaul; I could dn 

a valve job , a ring job, and a band job on a Model -T. 

My uncle had taught me that, and 1 wa~ a pretty Mood 

pupil hecause it intrij?ued me. J liked to fool with 

things like that . I think that was in me. th P Jr~irr 

to get up and fly, and to mana,ge that ma chi Ol' int r i gurtl 
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in<.•. Then when I wa~ a sophomore at Ohio Statt", J was 

Cini5hing my sophomore year, it was deep depression, 

an<l I didn't thin~ I was going to get into my third 

year. I didn't think I was going to get to come back . 
. . 

It would depend on band work, whether I would get work 

as a singer. At that time, people didn't have any 

money for bands. They didn't have any money for 

dances, and that was the basis of our work--fraternity 

dances, country club dances. In those days of depres­

~ion. kids could barely get to school, let alone belong 

to a fraternity. Most of them closed. It didn't look 

as though I was going to get back for my third year, so 

r ~tarted scratching and I read an article that I think 

wa~ a three-part article, and it was written by a guy, 

whom I later met and was in a squadron with, named 

/llidrnr<l "Rcd~7 Weller. And Lieutenant Weller had 

written a Saturday Evening Post series of three articles 

nhout the flying school in Texas. 

(End Side l, Reel 1) 

C: "Red" Weller must have written an excellent article, 

hc-causC' l ~ idn • t forget it, and it intrigued me. 1 

rcm<.·mhcr one of the things that he wrote about was 

what vnlu~ this cour~e at the flyin~ school was to 
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the young man that got through it. l remcmhrr him say ­

ing that it cost the Government $75,000 to put a kid 

through the flying school, and that one out of four 

made it. Another thing was that it was the tou~ht•i->t 

school. He figured it to be the toughest school i11 

the world, to get through the Army Flying School ;1t 

San Antonio, Texas--Randolph Field--and thot if you 

could get through that, you really had something. 'l'lu•n 

he said you could get into the school if you had 2 yc.•a rs 

of college, and I don't remember if you had to takt• an 

exam or not at that time. I think you didn't hav~ to 

take a written exam. If you didn't have 2 years or 
school, you had to pass an almost impossible writtrn 

exam. 

So here I had 2 years, and I was afraid 1 wasn't going 

to get the third and fourth. So this looked 1ikt> somt' ­

thin~ to take the place of the next couple years nf 

college. I figured that if I could ~et through that 

toughest school in the world and al so get to fly :in 

airplane, I was interested. Now, I _remember that fir~t 

interest--and then I did get a job that sumrn~r, and .. 
did g~t johs that could help me get hack through my 

third yrar. I <lid comt' back and J got my third ri· :ir . 

Thl'n J droppec.J out a year and workc<l in Fri<'. 
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C:: Everything had fallen apart then in 1933 and 1934. There 

were no jobs, there was no money, and I wa~ fortunate 

enough to he hired back in Erie at the Hammermill Paper 

Company, and I worked there and saved up that money. 

Then I got back, and with the band money and so forth, 

I got my fourth year. 

In the meantime, a very good friend of mine named 

{Fran~7 "Dude" Higgs had gone into the Air Force, and 

I, of course, heard about him and heard that he had 

made it through the flying school, and that he was, lo 

and hehold, a fighter pilot -at Selfridge in Michigan . 

That, again, intrigued me. I said, "Now that rascal 

has done something that I kind of have an idea I would 

like to do." And I also thought, rather arrogantly, 

11 nog~onc it, if Dude Higgs can get through, I can get 

through." remember that thought. 

So it just kept niggling at my head, and then I was 

f.!r<tduatcd and no job. What do you do? I'm still a 

~in~rr in u band. Am 1 going to continue that? 1 wa~ 

with a hand that was at an amusement park in Ohio. We 

had a 2-week booking, and after the first week, lo and 

hchol<l, there were no paychecks because the park went 

bankrupt, and there we were without any money and no 
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job for the following week, and that dishand~<l the 

band (laughter), and things were pretty rough. I t lwn 

came back and I got a job with the State of Pt•nnsylvania, 

because I had had 3 years in a papermil l , and I had 

ended up in the laboratory of the papt.~rmi IL tPst i ng 

paper, and I did know some technical things ahout t IH· 

testing of grades of paper. There weren't many of tlwt 

kind of cat around, and, lo and heho1d, the Stat£- of 

Pennsylvania needed a person like that to test th~ 

paper they were buying and the paper they wer~ s~n<ling 

out to be printed on at printers and then brought IHH:k. 

There was a requirement and I fulfilled the roqui n'11wnt 

and got that job. But in the meantime, l had taken my 

physical for the Air Force and passed it. I rr.m('tnh('r 

there being two of u~ that passed it out of 12, J lw-

1 ieve, who were at Selfridge for that week. l n.•mt-mhl\r 

wondering after I saw the other 11 guys, I rememh~r my 

mind saying, "What in the hell are you doing herC'?" 

Because I was small, I was not the great physi cal typC', 

and one of the guys was an Olympic diver and, hoy, he 

had a body on him that wouldn't quit. f\notlwr guy, I 

remember, came' in his Reserve 2d lieutenant uniform. 

He was ROTC from Wisconsin or someplace. Another man 

w~s a football player, and 1 looked at thos~ phy~ical 

types and had a misconception that certainly thC'y w~r~ 
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going to take all the slots, and little old me wasn't 

Roing to get there. But I noticed as we went along, 

the anxiety was terrific because you'd notice the first 

day there were 12, and then the next day there were 10, 

then the next day you noticed that there were only six, 

and you began to say, uwell, what the hell, I'm next. 

They are just going to get rid of all of us," and none 

of these guys could pass it. When I heard that the 

Olympic diver went out, I thought, "Gosh, if he hasn't 

got coordination (laughter), my coordination ends up 

riding the bicycle . " But there was a guy who really 

had it, and he had an excellent body, and a fine young 

man. Gosh, if they were throwing that kind of guy 

away, 1 thought, "They aren't going to want me." Oddly 

enough, we ended up on Friday and there were two . Both 

of u~ were half-blind because we had drops in our eyes. 

Well, the other kid was a kid named Lyons from Buffalo, 

N~w York. So we had something in common. Buffalo is 

90 mile~ from Erie. Here the kid from Buffalo and the 

kiJ from Eric. Pennsylvania, end up being the only two 

candidates. I think we went through the psychological 

t~st that day, and then we met an officer who had the 

gl'nnd rank .. of Cilptain. You know a captain in those 

Jays, y~u fi~ured he ran the whole place, and he told 

us that the only thing he could tell us was we had 
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passed the physical examination, an<l th•H w:•s <1s far 

as their jurisdiction went . He ha<l no right to t<•l 1 

us that we would or would not get an appointmc.•11t atlll 

that we'd be hearing from the Air Force, hut he eoulJ 

tell us that we had passed. Then, of coursP, we did 

hear from the Air Force. The kid from Buffalo ~nd l 

went to the same class at Randolph an<l met 11 o ot lw r s 

of our ilk, and Lyons never soloed. He didn't make 

it. As I remember it, there was something wron~ with 

hi s depth perception. He would land an airplane· t oo 

high, or he wouldn't land it soon enough, or somt•thini~ 

like that. I barely remember that, but he didn't makt• 

it. And, by the way, neither did 80 or so of the 

others, so I think in my graduating class there w~re 

28 guys. So you see that was ahout what the Air rorc~ 

was going through in 1936. There wasn't any mnn~y. 

and they were barely keeping the school open, ju~t to 

keep its cogs from getting rusty. I'm pretty sure 

there were just about 28 guys, and that was a third 

of the effort for that year. I think there we re thrc<' 

classes a year at that time; they were .all small. 

+ 
H: WhCl were. some of your more prominent graduate' ~ that 

you finished up within your flying cla~s? 
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C:: Well, 5everal of them became generals but not during 

the war. We had no people to reach that during the 

war; but right after the war when the Air Force was 

s till expanding, several of them made it. [Henrr7 

HJfank" Thorne was one of them. Arnold Tate became a 

general. Of ~oursc, t~ey all ended up in the war 

effort somewhere. Many of them are gone; several of 

them were killed even before the war in training 

accidents and stuff. 

So we were whittled down pretty good what with retire­

ments or illnesses, or four or five of our members 

w~re killed hefore the war or in the early parts of 

th~ war. So we were whittled down to not much of a 

cla!'~, hut very high class. Some damn fine men and, 

of course as I said before, this is the type of guy 

around that time that became the leaders--the core. 

Recau5r they were old enough and long enough in the 

Air l:orce to have gained the experience, and some 

rank, an<l yet they were young enough to still be 

comh:it -orientcd men. Aged somewhere between 28 and 

30. you ~o<.•, with about 6 or 7 yea rs of Air Force 

vxpcrience on the m, and a good bit of flying time. 

The- cl asse~ then started getting· bigger and bigger, 

and it w:i~ thi~ strata that hecame the squadron and 
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group commanders, if you will, the guys dir<•ctly into 

the combat, that were the backbone of the combat air 

effort in World War JI. You had the younJ.! ~>fC'rs (·om ­

ing along to do the combat work; the leaders, the 

commanders were about in that age group, around somr ­

where between 26 and 32. I was 32; I was an old man . 

Really, I was quite anci ent. As a mat tE"r of fact • 

the first time I was shot at, 1 was 32 years old-·a 

rather young 32, maybe . But I had never been in an y­

thing but combat. T was jus t fighter aviation st<'t'IH''J. 

I was just full of it. I couldn't <lo any other; I 

couldn't do anything else . 

That took care of a little bit of the aAe . I used 

enthusiasm rather than youth . But most of tho ~ ~ 

people were Reserve or recent regular Army . It gtH' S 

back to that peculiar reserve--not peculiar, hut that 

wonderful reserve Army thing that we do in thi s r nun-

t r y when we get into war . We hr in g i n t h c sh o <' c I < • r k s , 

we bring in the business man, and the musician, anJ 

everything, and he turns into a military man, part - tirnr , 

who can't wait until he can get it over with and g~t 

out and go home. That's been America. It C'l"rtainly 

came' out in World War 11 in the l\i r Fore<'. W(· 1wf'dC'J 

so many men ~o fa='t • that you really had to havt• som(' 
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pretty doggone fine talented people to run that big 

wonJcrful thing that was the Air Force, which - -! know 

thi s- -it was the biggest human organization I think 

ever devised and ran. I still don't know how we d.id 

it. (laughter) 

II: What was your first assignment after you left flying 

school? 

r.: After I came out of flying school, I went into the 

33d Fighter Squadron of the 8th Group at Langley Field. 

It was tt typical fighter squadron, and we were flying 

11 - fls when I first got there, and then we got an awful 

machine named the PB-2A. It had a habit of burning, 

and wouldn't come out of a spin, and had some other 

nasty characteristics. We were the only ones, I think, 

that had them. But it was a good airplane for some 

thing~. lt was the first airplane in service that had 

a fully retractable gear. It had flaps which weren't 

y~t common. It had a constant-speed prop which was 

rl~ c tric, and that was a first, and it had an exhaust­

Jriv~n sup~rcharger which was really mounted on that 

:iirplan<', I think, as an experiment. Jt was quite a 

ma(·hine, and that is the supercharger that enahled the 

B- 17 to get its altitude, because it later ended up 
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doing its biggest joh on the B-17. This coul<l ~<'t you 

to great altitudes. 

We held an oxygen tube in our teeth. W<.> Jiun't know 

of such a thing as an oxygen mask. We knew VC'ry 

little about oxygen as a matter of fact. 'rh<' only 

thing we knew was if you didn't have the hose in your 

mouth, you blacked out--you went cuckoo ahove lh,oou, 

17,000, 18,000 feet. I remember going to the grC'at 

he i~ht of 35, 000 feet with that tube in my mouth. It 

was a pretty good gunnery airplane. lt was sl<·<'k, it 

was fast, and at altitude it could get up some spcrd . 

So it was kind of a test bed, and J don't imagin~ thry 

made very many of them--rnayhe only a hundred or so. 

It was quite an advanced airplane, so we got some 

advanced training rather quickly in that airplane. 

Then I stayed in the 33d Squadron an uncommon lPngth 

of time. I went in as a flying cadet. You see, when 

we went from flying school to active duty and were 

sent out to a combat unit, in those days ther<' wasn't 

enough money to provide reserve commissions for Army 

pilots. Now we were already Army pilots. We hrl<l 

that rating. But we were still flying cadc-ts on :ictiv<' 

duty, and we wore thP blue suit; we wore the c ac.l<"t 

uniform. And around the squadron, and in the flight s , 
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and 1n the training work, and in the flight work, we 

were treated as Army pilots. When we were in an aiT­

plane, we were equal to an officer. But on the ground, 

we had none of the responsibilities of an officer nor 

<li<l we have the pay, and we didn 1 t have any of the 

authority. We·were· kind of in limbo. We were no 

longer students, we were no longer cadets, but there 

WC' were. This went on for quite awhile. Some guys 

remained cadets for a year. 

I remained a cadet, it seems to me about 6 months, 

and then got a reserve commission, but that was be­

cause there wasn't any money in the military, and the 

military wasn't very popular. You didn't spend 

frd~ral money the way they spend it nowaday~ . They 

wrrr counting their pennies, and I think, at that 

timP, we made 62 bucks a month. We got the pay a 

little bit above a private in the Army and had no 

ratin~, C'Xccpt we were rated flying cadets; no rank. 

w~ weren't a sC'r~eant, but we were treated sort of 

as a warrant o(ficer; we were not treated a~ enlisted 

m<.'n. When I say treated, J mean we weren't categorized 

as rnlist~d men, and yet we weren't officer~. Rut I 

remcmhC'r that C'vcryone wa~ marvelou~ to us, very kind, 

and naturally we had the use of the officers' cluh and 
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all that sort of thing because, after al J, Wl ' \~l'I'<' 

graduates of the flying sch<lol an<l Wl'rc r a t l'd /\rmy 

pilots. 

So I went from flying cadet in the 33<l Squadron to 

its command in~ officer. I was there, as 1 rernPmh<' r. 

at Langley almost 4 years. They used to havl' k i nll or 

a fun thing that the person who wa s on the h:1 s t· t ht• 

longest was known as the "mayor," and I rem<'mlw r 

aspiring to that exalted position, becaus e I had lwc·n 

there so 1 ong. Now, that wa~rn 't common. Yo11 cl i dn 1 1 

usually stay in the same place in the ~amf" st1u:HI run 

for that long, but I'll admit to a little hit of 

maneuvering and chicanery. I remember a <l rc:td t Iii n i: 

at that time was to be taken out of fighters anti put 

into bombardment. They were building homharument a ..; 

fast as they could toward the end of my stay at 

Lanj!ley. and there was a bombardment s4uc.1Jron on tlw 

base. They had gotten the f i rst of the R-17s. hu t 

with the coming of the --what was the design3tion <>f 

that fat airplane? lt wasn't much use, hut W<' had a 

lot of them. 1 can't re-member its dE"si~nation. Hut 

there were a lot of them, and they werf> expandinr, 

homhardment very, very fast, and they wer~ g~tting 

thC"ir pilot s from guy~ that didn't mak<' it in fii~htPr s , 
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that weren't amenable to the fighter aviation require­

ments, guys that didn't like the single-seat type of 

flying or couldn't fly the type of thing the way it 

was required of them. There are certain types that · 

are fighter types, and there are certain g~ys who are 

bon.bardment types, and neither can do what the other 

c.lo<'s. I'm being much more kinder than we were at 

that time, because we had an idea that we were the 

elite, and that the fighter pilot was the cream, and 

then if they couldn't make it in fighters, you went 

to the other branches--observation and bombardment. 

Rut the bombardment requirement was quite large, and 

they had to dip down in the fighter organizations to 

get their pilots. · And usually it was guys who couldn't 

make it in the fighter business that would he trans­

r~rre<l to hombardmcnt, and then they would RCt a slowrr 

indoctrination as a copilot for awhile and then bring 

on and on, and they would learn the bombardment 

husiness, which became the most important part of our 

~ffort in World War 11. But those of us who were 

dyc-d-in-thc-wool fighter people and loved fighter 

aviation, wan~Jcd any way we could to stay in fijthters. 

I wan~l~ft my way through 4 years of it, and ducked and 

<lougcd, and 1 was able to stay in, for which I have 

:1lw~ys h~cn grateful, because I remember thinking at 

37 



one time, when it looked like they were go i ng to tak~ 

most of us into bombardment, that I would resign. 

felt that strongly· about it, and 1 'm pretty sure J I <'t 

somebody know that, not as a threat but to ~how how 

strongly I felt about it, that if I were to hr tran s ­

ferred to bombardment, that it wouldn't be wor t h tlw 

candle, and I'd resign. Now this wa s long hefo n ' tlw 

war when you would do a thing like that, when w~ 

didn't know we were going to get into such a thin~. 

Now I later came to admire the bombardment people s ome -

thing fierce, because, as I always say, th ey we n " th<' 

first team. If you were a group commandrr of R-17s 

or B-24s out of England, you were th~ fir~t team. 

Those were the people who carried the brunt :m<l did 

the big job. I remember always teaching that i t wa ~ 

our job in fighters to keep them a t it. We wcrr thrre 

to make it so they could do their job, because that 

was the job, and that was the one going to win the war . 

I don't think any war has ever been won by on~ f i~htr-r 

pilot fighting another fighter pilot ~ Nothin g is 

decided and not much accompli ~hed except to gr-Jin air 
.... 

superioTity, but we were thC're to make it pos~dhl<· 

for the bombardment pcoplt.• to do their joh. and tlwy 

did a marvelous one, a magnificent job. 
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II: What positions did you hold while you were at Langley? 

C: Well, the usual progression through a squadron. You 

would start out as an assistant engineering officer, 

say. 1 always tended toward that; I'm getiing into 

maintenance again. 1 was intrigued with the mainte­

nance of airplanes and keeping them running. Then I 

went from assistant engineering officer, we'll say, 

to ~ngineering officer, and then from there to assist­

ant operations, and then operations officer. That's 

the number two joh in the squadron, the operations 

(>fficcr, hecause you're the.guy who actually assigns 

th~ work and sees to the training. You are really the 

as:d st ant squadron commander, and then moving on up to 

s(11i:Hl ron commander. Al though it was short -1 i ved, I 

actually was a commander shortly. But, you see, then 

~tarted the amoeba-like forming of more and more 

groups out of the few groups we had. They started to 

split the groups. The 8th Group was split, oh hoy, 

so many ways. I remember how traumatic it was, and 

wr thought th<'y'll ncv<'T makC' it, because they ~plit 

th~ 8th into the 57th, and the 56th, and the so-in-so, 

and the so-in-so, and then they split that. As I say, 

it w~s likr amoC'ha~. An<l th~y split the 1st Group, 

nnJ th~ 21st, I believe it was. There weren't many 

J.!roups. 
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C: Starting along about 1939, there was a ~roup at 

Langley, and there was a group at Selfridge, and a 

group at March, and one in Hawaii, an<l f lwl j<'v<· on<· 

in the Philippines, and maybe one in Panama.t anJ that 

was it. And from that grew the multit.ude of groups 

that just kept coming and coming. At 01w timl', I for 

get how many groups I commanded there for a wh i I c•, 

because you'd get one formed and you would ha V<' it 

about a month, and it would be gone to do somrtl1ing 

else, and you would get another one. I got so 1 

couldn't remember thci r numbers, and I can't r<'nl('mlw r 

them now. 

I can remember the 79th, and something that had a 

hundred-and-something on it, up in New England, hut 

you just lose track of numbers, an<l also you start 

to get exasperated. I got exasperated. The S7th was 

always what I considered my group. Tt was my first 

~quadron, the 6Sth of the 57th Group, and that was 

the split off of the 8th. lt was the first ~plit off, 

and I got the 6Sth Squadron. Johnny Alison got thr 

66th, and John Eakin got thC' 64th, un<l we just w<'r" 

in hl'aven. We had reached the fin<'st of all position " 

t ·ha t a human he i ng cou 1 d aspire to. WP W<.' rt' sq 1w J run 

commanders. By the way , that's th<' hest joh in tlw 
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wor1<l. (laughter) Squadron coJ11JJ1ander is the best job 

in the world. You are still close to the fightin~; 

you are still close enough to a combat, and yet you're 

running the thing. You have an opportunity to express 

yourself, and it's yours. When you move on from that 

to group commander, then "old man responsibility" 

starts ~etting you. (laughter) You start to have to 

he ~ responsible person, and you are not that close to 

the actual fighting. You're now a leader, and it's a 

different kind of leader with more responsibilities, 

and you begin to get into the tough stuff. A very 

admirable job and probably, really, the best job in 

tht~ J\i r 1:orcc is the old group commander. You'd have 

three ~quadrons and a headquarters squadron, and you 

had a lot of authority, and a lot of autonomy, and he 

r~ally could affect now; he could affect some real 

pressures. lie could be a big hunk of a war, you know, 

when you get that big--a good job. 

Rut I got the 65th, and then it looked like I was goin~ 

to ~ct the gr0up, the whol~ group, to take it to Africa. 

At the time it went to Africa. I was · sick. I didn't 

gt•t a dw1~·C' to- take j t. Boy, I resented that for a 

lonJ! tiin<'. Then the next group I got was a brand new 

on<', and 1 trained it, and then I got another one . 

41 



COt:llR/\N 

C: Pretty soon, T kept saying, "Hey, when am 1 getting 

one of these overseas?" Rveryhody want('d OVl'r. you 

know, and I wanted to stop the buil<.linR and trai11in1~ 

situation that I found myself in, and 1 w:mtNI to 

get into the action and get over. I finally wPnt 

over, not with any one of the groups J had. hut , 1 n 

and behold, I was sent on a last-minute kim.J or joh 

to take 35 pilots, who were the repla<.~ement ,,j lot~' 
for the 33d Group, my old group, which was going ofr 

catapult carriers into the fracas at C:a~ahl:rncu. The· 

plans called for 35 replacement pilots, anu tlwy h:1d 

to f!Ct them off a carrier . They were just. hrou~~ht 

from everywhere, and they were supposed to he the rt·· 

placements for the losses out of the group in that 

engagement--in the battle-~of when we went into 

Africa . So they needed somebody to take that ragtag 

outfit over there, and 1 got the job. I wa~ immt•n s t'ly 

plea!'ed with anything that would get me over~was. 

That's how I got over there, oddly enou~h, having h :1d 

all these groups, I never got over with on~ of my 

own. 

... 
H: Did you. move from Langley then right over to c:roton, 

Connecticut, prior to going overseas? 
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C: No, \ ... c.· were moved to Mitchel !Field, New York]. We were 

movctl to Mitd10l right about the early port of the war, 

just hcforc the war started, and that would be 1941, 

uJong in there . There were ~ome changes . They made 

L~ngley a complete bomber base, and they moved the 

homhe r s off Mitchel and made it a fighter base, putting 

the ri ghters closer to the industrial East, and they 

started to move a lot of fighter outfits up into the 

New F.ngland area, closer to the industrial complex that 

is the northcast--Boston, and Connecticut, Massachusetts -­

that whole area in there . 

·rhen as we started to amoeba out of Mitchel, we were 

s cnt off . I remember I had one group at Hartford on 

the f i eld there. Groton, Connecticut, had been an Air 

Nation a l Guard camp, and what it was was a cow pasture, 

and we lived in the dai r y barns. Our men, the mechanics, 

1 i vt·d in the dairy barn. It was a good- sized one, a 

lwautiful huilding. The pilots, the officers, lived 

in hou s es j n town. We had P-40s on that base. 1 had 

the squadron. 

Now we were there, and then there was another of our 

~roup's squadron up the way at Providence, Rhode Island, 

i11 tlwt arc:1. Then another squadron, and the headquarters 
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was in Boston, of that group. You see how we wcr~ 

spread there, and our control center was Kos ton . 

Then there were other groups down along in De 1 awa n• 

and Pennsylvania -- Philadelphia-·along in th(•rc.> . 'fh ;1t ' s 

how we began to spread out. There wa s a twofold mis ­

sion, of course. We not only were building 3nd expand ­

ing, and training, but we were defending, too. w~ 

were part of the defense network. So I W(!llt to Lang I t·y, 

Mi tche 1, and Mi tche 1 was wonderful. Boy, that w:1 s ;1 

wonderful duty. We went into New York at the drop of 

a hat and had a grand old time; then from th<' r<.' to 

Groton, Hartford, that area of Connecticut, and then 

from there I went overseas. 

H: How did you finally manage to wangle your way out of 

that training assignment? 

C: Well, I had a patron saint (laughter) . Gencrul Jot· 

Cannon knew of my plight and my desires , an<l I haJ 

worked with him enough. He was n fine, fin e person, 

and he was the Commanding General of the Fir ~ t Air 

Force, and he was at Mitchel . And we were hi s guy s; 

we were hi s guys, and he knew everyone of us , anJ he.· 

wa s close to us. He knew of my <lire disappointme nt 
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that t didn't get to take the 57th oveT, and he also 

knew thnt, although I didn't like it, I ~hut my mouth 

and did my work. Well, I didn't shut my moutli (laughter), 

hut l did l'IY work, and I think what I was unconsciously 

doin~ was saying, "Well, I'm going to do this damn well, 

and I'm going to work very hard at it, so that when I 

!'my, 'Hey, I deserve to go, I'm going to deserve to go. '" 

That's about the way 1 did it. General Cannon was a 

very perceptive person. He was a very kind person, and 

he wns a very good leader. When they said we need a 

)!UY quickly that can grab these kids, these replace11ent 

kid~, and shepherd them on that Rri ti sh catapult carrit~T; 

hy the way, that was the first, no one had done it, We 

had never seen a catapult. GeneTal Cannon said, "It's 

a lou~y job, hut that guy is going to die from anxiety 

i r he doesn't get overseas." So he put me in it, and 

got me over, and, lo and behold, he went over. Lo and 

he-hold, we met again ·in Africa, and I worked again under 

him in Afri.ca, and had a close association in Africa, 

and f o 11 owed th rough . • . Of course, when I came out 

of Africa and then went on over to Burma , I lost track 

of him or he lost track of me. I mean tho situation 

drnngc>tl, hut we · had a relationship there of commander 

and un,l<' r I i nJ! f OT qui tc awh i 1 e, and hP was my patron 

s:lint. lie sent me to Africa with that outfit, knowing 
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that I was dying to get over there, anJ J got ovt•r and 

inserted myself into the combat situation ov~r thcr~. 

sort of with the idea, "Hey, Genera 1 , ju~ t gc t nu.' i 11 

the area. I' 11 get going. You just I et 111<.' go." I It• 

did it for me. 

H: What were conditions like when you first arrived on 

the scene in North Africa? 

C: Atrocious. I'll tell you what, it was a ~it11a tion 

that called for the ingenuity and the flexihi J jty that 

I talked about before of the American guy, <.·spec i .-111 y 

the American Air Force guy, and especially the Ameri ­

can Air Force fighter guy. Patton and his army had 

invaded, and there had been some mess up in that in­

vasion. He had lost some ships; he had lost his 

transportation, as I remember it, and that caused a 

lot of difficulty, but I landed off that catapult 

carrier at Casablanca when the field had shortly hccn 

shelled, mortar shelled. It had a lot of holes, and 

we lost a couple of aircraft. But there we were, and 

we were a unit. We were part of the group that were 

up forward north of us at Port Lyautey. The main 

group came into port at Port Lyautey, and they were 

still being bombarded. They were cracking up their 
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airplanes trying to land, and they shifted us, there­

fore, down to Casablanca where the shelling had 

stopped. 

Now, of course, at first we had no place to stay, but 

thnt was minor.· W~ had no parts; we had no gasoline 

am.I ammunition; but, lo and behold, it started to come 

in, and plans started to work out. It took a few days, 

but we started to get our feet on the ground and get 

ourselves sorted out, and we started to run our jobs. 

I had the job then of training these 35. We now were 

33; we lost two on the catapult takeoff. One kid spun 

in; another was dribbled into the sea right off the 

nose of the carrier. The mechanism malfunctioned and 

didn't get enough power to shoot him into the air, to 

catapult him into the air. It just dribbled him off 

t la· enc.I of the thing. I believe he was picked up 

though. We lost four airplanes, and we lost two boys- ­

iwo 11iJots. The other two were fished out of the sea. 

Now these were all very, very young pilots. They were 

1ww out of the flying school. J had one kid named 

Hodrigucz that was only 3 weeks out of the flying 

school. And some lousy unit, doing a dirty trick when 

t1H'y WC'1'<.' told to ~upply some fighter pilots for the 
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replacement, supplied us their younJ.!CSt. Th:it 's :1 

human thing to do; you want to keep your good guys. 

There was a stipulation that they would have so many 

hours in the fighter airplane, and we foun~ that mo"t 

of these kids just h.ad houTs going up. Ev e ryhody w:1s 

so busy that they didn't have time to tra]n evf:' ryh odv , 

and these kids weTe just gettin~ used to ttwir :iir · 

plane s. They'd say, "Take it off, an<l '-·in· Jp tlw f i ,• ld 

for a couple of hours," and that sort of thing . 

Now they all weren't like. that, but 1 'm s1H~akin~! of 

the most outlandish, and that was the most ~xt rf:'nW 

case. ·There wa s a kid who was just out of th~ flying 

school, hut he was a peach of a kid. He was Mrx fr :rn -

American, with a great, great s ens e of humor. Ev<· r·y · 

body had a lot of f un wi th Rodriguez. But now her~ 

we had these guys, and t hey weren't needed i mmr di a tPly 

as replacements, because we hadn't lost that many 

pilots i n this invas ion . 

So here was a group of kids, and we had airplanes . So 

GeneTal Cannon assigned me to take that group, tak~ 

that hunch of f e llows, take them off to a firld of 

thcd r own, which wl' wan t c<l to occupy :inyhow. We• want1•d 

to occupy the airdrome at Rabat, which wa s t h<> capitol 
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of Morocco, and there wa s an airfield there, nnd the 

French were holding it. You sec, we had been battling 

the French in that invasion, the French who were still 

a part of Vichy, France, which the Germans still had 

control of. And they said, "Go up and fight those 

Ame ricans that arc coming in here." The French, it 

wasn't a job they liked, but there they were; and 

2 days before, we had been fighting these guys . Now 

we were in command, and we had occupied, and somebody 

had to go up--and their headquarters was on this field 

at Rabat, which was a former airbase, pretty good. 

They had barracks, and hangars, and this sort of thing 

for this French Air Force. 

So they said, .. How are we going to do this?" Well, we 

said, 11 l..ct' s ~et a t it." It was going to be mine. So 

it was suggested that I just go up there and see what 

con<lition s were and when we could move in. So I took 

my P-40 and went up to Rabat, which is about 65 or 70 

m j J ~ s north of Casablanca, and looked their field over 

and went in and landed. I looked over and saw the 

apron, and I saw a whole bunch of people lined up 

there. ~o I taxied over to the area and parked in a 

lo~ical spot and ~ot out of my airpfane. I was in 

flyin~ clot hes, coveralls, and I got out and wandered 
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toward these people, and I noti~ed jt was kind of a 

format ion. And three men had adv a need, and t ht.•11 Olll' 

had advanced more,· so I figured: Well, that'~ t hl· 

commander. There was kind of a mis und c rs ta nu i n v. . Till' y 

thought that I was the American that thC'y W('rt' to 

turn that field over to and surrcnde r to! So I st a r11•d 

walking toward them, and they started walking tow;ird 

me, and I said, "Does anybody speak English? Do any 

of you gentlemen speak English?" One long, tall c.lrink 

of water stood forward and he said, 11Yes, I do, sir." 

He introduced himself, and his name was [Edmondl M:1ri11 

LaMeslce, and Marin LaMeslee was the top <.KL' of tlie 

"39 war," as they called it in France, when they 

battled the Germans. That was quite an air hatt It..', 

and there were a lot of French fighter pilots who had 

run up pretty good scores against the Germans. And 

this man was the top man, and he was a very famous 

person in France. I learned all this later, because 

I became his fast, fast friend. As a matter of fact, 

he had a baby born that day, or the day before, and 

he named the child, he christened the - chil<l 2 wt•cks 

later, and he named it "Philippe." So there 15 a kiJ 
.... 

named after me somewhere in this world named J>h i 1 i PJH.' 

Marin LaMeslee. I 1 d like to know him. 
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C: llis wjfe was in the hospital and was having the haby 

<lurin~ - -that would have hcen November 10th or llth of 

1942. She was havin~ that hahy the day her husband 

wa 5 out there running around shooting at American Navy 

p(>oplc and us. Then 3 days later or so, he was spcak -

1ng to me, the misguided we'll say, the fi~hter guy 

who came in and was having an air force handed over to 

him. So I went along, and we did all manner of salut­

ing, and shook hands, and got to know each other. Then 

I saiu I wanted to see the barracks and how many men we 

could hring in there, and that sort of thing. I was a 

I ittl c emharrassed by sayinj:!, "We're coming in here, 

you know, and we're going to take over you guys." 

{En,1 Sid<> Z, Reel I) 

C: Well, after I had the big ceremony of taking over the 

field, and they showed me the facilities, I went back 

down and got the replacement pilots and moved them, 

:1s :i unit, on to Rah at . We started a fast training 

l · m11'!• t' , ;1 kind or concC'n t rat ~t.I train j ng course. We 

s"t ur some ground targets on the beach and started 

10 teach th~ boys how to use their guns. Many of 

t lic•m haJ never f i rc<l their ~uns. So we concentrated 

da y after day and worked very, very hard, and rounded 
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them out into some pilots that were capable of goin~ 

forward with the squadrons. Naturally, in doin~ it. 

we became sort of cohesive. We started to form a 

squadron, actually, and we starte~. to act like a 

squadron. And having. no number or name. we.• cal 1 c.~d 

ourselves the "Joker Squadron." Thu t took. and t ht• 

boys began to get sort of an csprjt dr 1.:orps. and wt• 

began to feel that we were a little better than every ­

body else. You know how units do. Then there cam~ 

the feeling. the kids began to feel that they wantrd 

to go ahead into combat as a unit. 

Naturally, to get things done, I had formed th<"m into 

a squadron formation. I had an operations offi~Pr, 

engineering officer, and flight commanders, and it was 

just the quickest and best way to do it. And hl'fnn• 

we knew it, we were a squadron. They wanted to rPmain 

that way. They didn't want to be separated. They 

didntt get their wish, but they began to pick up 

individual markings and emblems . We had hE>en issueJ 

some scarves for some reason or other, and thry w~r~ 

red. Where we got the red, I don't know, hut they 

hogan to wear the r<'d ~carf which wasn't commo11 among 

squadrons. They didn't wc-ar scarves as a rult' , !{11t 

they began to wear th.r red ones, and there was an 
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impulse in them to have !'Orne form of identity, ~o they 

called themselves the "Joker Squadron." That was fine 

with me, because they were woTking toward becoming an 

effective group of guys, and that made them better 

pilots. 

So we worked hard at training ourselves. By the way, 

3long the line, I checked out this pilot, this French 

ace now, who had become my fast friend, because he 

became a liaison officer to us, and he was most, most 

hf'lpful. He spoke beautiful English, and when we 

couldn't get something done, he could. He was a great 

a~~i s tance to us, just became one of us. I checked 

him out in my airplane, my P~40, and that pleased him 

no end, because it was a gesture of friendship, because 

he was still a French officer, and they hadn't been 

taken over hy us at all. It was a little irregular, 

hut knew nothing had was going to happen about it, 

and toJ<l the General 1 had done it. But that just 

cemented our relationship more and more; and, as 1 

say, we became very close friends. And the French 

hecame very helpful to us. 

Let's go hack . You were asking what conditions were 

lik~. R~in~ a squadron that had no name and no number, 
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and we weren't even on the books, there wa!' also no 

food (laughter), and there al.so were very few darn 

supplies, so we had to scrounge. We sc roungt"<l f rnm 

everybody, and we would eat with Patton's various units. 

We would find a unit near us; we would find anyhody 

near us where we could eat. We would eat with th~ 

French. We were eating their stuff and drinking tht·ir 

wine, and were in their bar at nights. We wcrt' just 

a whole bunch of scroungers. Of course, we wantl·d to 

be a squadron, but we didn't have the whercwithaJ. and 

we had to live off other people. 

So our supply situation was a little bit different than 

others. The supply situation was short, hut, as f look 

back on it, it's amazing that the squadrons landed at 

Casablanca, did some training, got themselves to~rther, 

and we just moved in as though we had been thPre for a 

long, long time. We acclimated very, very qui~kly. 

Then there was a call for a squadron to move forward-­

one squadron, and they wanted it forward into Tunisia. 

It had gotten forward and kind of bogged down . Jt got 
... 

ahead of its supplies, and the field~ were poor. ThC're 

was no place for them to live, and that sort of thinv. . 

Right about tht' samC' t imc, a ca 11 cam~ out t n S<' 1HI 
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forwaTd six replacements and their airplanes. And 

those airplanes were to be taken right up to the ad­

vanced squadron, and that was the 59th. It was under 

the command of a guy by the name of Turner; he was 

!HfUadron commander. I was to take these replacements 

up and find him, give him the airplanes, and leave the 

pilots there, because they had lost quite a few in one 

or two tangles they had had with the Germans. 

Now, they were the first probe into that Northwest 

hfrican campaign . They were the first guys to hite 

the bullet with the Germans . . Now I landed at Algiers 

with these pilots, and a guy came to me and said, 

''The re is a telegram here that says you are to ~tay 

here and wait for further instructions. You may he 

sent hack." I said, "Why?" I suspected that there 

was a mess up farther on. As I remember it, I don't 

know whether T was told about the order and actually 

snw it on a teletype, or whether I actually saw it or 

whc-thrr this operations officer, or someone tht>re at 

Al~iers, told me that that is what it said . 

Hut I hcgan to think that I didn't want any part of 

that. I <l iJ want to gt>t forward.. I wanted to Ret up 

with that squadron that was up there. I had met a 
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couple of guys that were coming back from th~ are~; l 

met a boy by the name of Hubbard that t ktww. Ill' w:i ~ 

a Selfridge guy, and he was telling m<' ahout what wa'.'> 

going on, that there was a lot of strafing and work 

to be done up ~here, and that this one squadron wa :-> 

beyond where he had been. So I really think that I 

didn't disobey an order, because I could rat i ona I i 1.1• 

that I hadn't gotten it, and I got out of Algi ers 

pretty fast before they could catch me . (laughtC'r) 

I'm not saying that in an arrogant way. It seemeJ t n 

me, at the time, that 1 had heen told to get tho~C' 

airplanes and those pilots up there, and l knrw th~ 

guy that was up there, and 1 was going to ~o up illHl 

get them there. Then if somebody ordered me hack. I 

was going to fulfill my mission, and if they want rd 

to retract it, fine. I wasn't very far, so we p.a~ ~C'd 

up and went on . I went on and found the group. 

found the squadron, and it was a very, very poor fi ~ ld . 

It was just a hunk of desert. Actually, it w~sn't 

desert, it was fl at land that they called desert, hut 

it had a growth on it - -alpha grass--that you coulJ 

land on darn near anywhere on some of thos e areas 

down in there. Long stretches of flat land that you 

could land on, and the base was sturdy ~nouJ.!h to hold 

your wheels up. But it had been rainin~, an<l this 
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squadron was bogged down in some mud. They also were 

living in pup tents. Boy, the nights got cold, and 

they were in these pup tents, and they had orders to 

move on further forward to Telepte. Because of the 

urgency to get up there, they weten't too well 

organized. They weren't as well organized as they 

wanted to be themselves, and they had been in a couple 

of scrapes. They had been sent over to work over a 

German airdrome over on the coast, somewhere over in 

Tunisia, and they had just gotten themselves into a 

mess. They walked into some withering ground fire on 

that airport, which just kicked the hell out of them, 

and they lost quite a few pilots. They were demoral­

ized, and had reason to be. I think they had gone in 

with 12, and they just lost them. They got all cut up, 

and didn't realize what they were walking into. It 

was a hard way to learn. When I ~ot up there and 

heard the recounting of these missions they had been 

sent on, naturally my sense of duty, I'll call it, 

made m~ realize that things should be a little more 

stahlc in this situation. There 1 was on an American 

Air Corps hase, so to speak, an advanced one, and I 

saw n situation ~hat required some doing, taking hold 

of, and l was a major at th3t time, and the hoy that 
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So I had some ideas of how we should strengthen the 

situation and make it sounder, and how to get down to 

basic principles of how to proceed. So I just :>aid. 

"Wel 1, I think I' 11 stay here, and I think w i 11 gl' t 

into this with you." They were happy that I shoul<.J do 

it. I wasn't dismissing anybody, I was just getting 

in with them. But I was the ranking person, so 1 took 

over. We moved on up to Telepte, and we h<."'gan to form 

ours c 1 v o s in to a cap ab 1 c f i g ht i n g u n i t ; we r i ~~ u n· d t II a t 

was the first thing we had to do, and we did lt. w~ 

collected ourselves, and we started to make ~ens~. We 

started to learn the German habits and started to know 

when to feint, and when to attack, and when to try to 

out-maneuver him, and try to out-guess him, arnl then 

out-fight him. That's how I got into the running of 

that base at that time. Then later, the base grew to 

more and more airplanes, and more and more men, and it 

got to be quite an establishment after awhile. Wc ' 1 I 

talk about that later. But that's how I was illSl'l'tL·d 

or, if you will, inscrtcJ myself into tlwt l·omhat 

situation in North Africa, by taking over the running 

of that squadron and getting it in position. Tlwn ii 
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was the forerunner of many that came along afterward 

in th~ en~uing months. By the way, the first thing we 

had to do was dig our homes. That pup tent thing left 

a lot to be desired, and also we were getting hammered 

by day by the German fighters, and the situation above 

ground was so precarious that we didn't allow more than 

three men to gather at any one place, because we had 

situations where four or five guys would be standing 

around and a German fighter would come over the hill, 

out of the sun. You couldn't see him, and before you 

knew it, he was on you. We had people killed just 

ri~ht then and there by strafing, and so it behooved 

us to <lo something about that, and the only place to 

~o wag down in the ground, and we dug our caves. We 

dug our Ii ving establishments down into the ground, 

and then we. put boards over the top of them and planted 

hack the alpha grass on the top, so that a strafer com-

1 ng over couldn't pick out our places where we lived. 

w~ livrd down in those thin~s. and the first thing 

anyh<hly did when they arrived at Telepte was dig their 

hol~, dig their home, and they were around the perimeter 

nr the- fit'ld. Th<'n we c.lug slit trenches, of course, 

hccausc each airplane was dispersed. We had to dis­

per~e them so that the German strafers couldn't have 

a fJcld day of getting us all lined up. We were 
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dispersed all over the field, and we had to have 

instant protection for our mechanics, so that th~y 

could jump into a foxhole that they had Jug right 

there. Right beside every airplane was a well-built 

fox hole where they could just drop into, and t h<'Y h:1d 

to do it many times when the Germans we re- ovC'r tlu•rl· 

trying to get us out . They were trying to root us out 

of our advance base, and they hit us quite often. 

We noticed some humorous things. If you would look at 

all the airplanes that were dispersed around this wi<l~, 

flat area of plain-sort of topography, you'd not in· 

that they all faced one way, and they faced th~ hill 

that the Germans had a habit of hopping over and catch ­

ing us by surprise. The mechanics would stand th~r~ 

doing their work facing the precarious area out of 

which would come the Germans spitting lead at them . 

We slept underground then, and some folks had very 

palatial places. The one I lived in had as many as 

four [compartment!7, and we would cook in there . We 

had two meals a day: in the dark in the morning an<l 

in the dark in the evening, hecause we could nnt 1 in<· 

up. You wouldn't dare 1 in<' up .a chow 1 inP, IH'l'<llJSt' 

that would just be asking for it. You WPr~ makin~ 3 

damn fine target for some German that wanted to comr 
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over and splatter you with lead. So we had to eat in 

the dark in the morning and eat in the dark at night. 

lt was difficult to maintain airplanes, and it was 

difficult living, but you would be amazed how we accli ­

mated to it. For instance, anybody who was in a fighter 

s quadron that had houses that they lived in, had actual 

mes5 halls, and all that sort of nonsense, were a bunch 

of sissi es. It's funny, our attitude was that we were 

the roughest, and we were the toughest. 

We had quite a go with the Germans. We got to know 

them pretty well. I think of it now, and I'm pretty 

sure I was aware of it then, that what we were kind of 

llo in..: was World War I ~tuff . We were up forward; they 

weren't far away. They were over the hills, and then 

th(•y had a base. I would wake up in the morning and 

the first thing that my consciousness would do, would 

he listen to see if the Gerrn~ns were already patrolling 

our nirdr ome. They used to do that. They would have 

a couple of airplanes over there just as we were wak-

i n~ up and beginning to run our engines up. And before 

the ~ngincs would run up, I'd want somebody to awaken 

me and wc4<l listen, and they would he up there. Now, 

we• would <lo the s ame thing to them. We would take off 

in the dark and go over and patrol their airdromes so 
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that they couldn't take off. Then we got ~o that wlwn 

they were patrolling us, we would call th<' 1) · 38s who 

were hehind us, far·ther away from the front, had,, anJ 

we would say, 11All right, they are up_ there now. Comt' 

on and get them. Sweep our airdrome clear so W<' can 

get off, because we can't do anything as long as th~y 

are up there. We can't even get off. They will comr 

down and whack us when we try to get off." 

Now I characterized that as rather primitive, hut it 

was our first efforts, and it was kind of old-tim~ war, 

fighter against fighter, and then we became more 

sophisticated afterward. We started to get tPletype, 

and at first our chain of command was rather loose, 

because our headquarters was not yet in place. Then 

as it came in place, we became more formal, an<l WP were 

not as freewheeling as we had been. But we started out 

to do our job, and we considered our job the protection, 

air cover, for the French troops that were in the hill s 

holding the passes, and protecting bombardment who 

would come by, and we would be assigned to go with them, 

B-2Ss, and they were bombing the ports and ~o forth, .. 
strafing of airdromes when we thought we could get away 

with it, if we knew they moved and their guns hadn't 

come along with them. They had excellent antiaircra ft 
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guns. They had radar sights on them and trackers, and 

that's how they would get us. It was hard to strafe 

them, but then we would find out where their ground 

troops were, and we did an awful lot of strafing of 

their ground troop~. We finally owned the area, and 

they couldn't move in the daytime very much. If they 

wanted to move in the daytime, they took a chance of 

having us hit them pretty hard on the highways. We 

hit any railroad locomotive we saw, and we just started 

the interdiction thing that is now known as tactical 

air work. We unconsciously went right on into that. 

We didn't have a name for it; - we knew we were tactical . 

Now we didn't know that we were doing long-range 

interdiction, or anything like that, but we were doing 

it. Oddly enough, we lost more people strafing than 

we di<l in air combat, because that's a tougher job, 

and they got so they were defending against us. You 

lrnv~ to know how to strafe. It gets to be a technique. 

rf you know your way in and plan your way out, you'll 

m:1kc.' it; hut if you just go in by the numbers, you'r~ 

~uin~ to gc.'t it. But in the air, we were fighting 

:1~ainst good Gcrmans--that is, good squadrons. They 

were estahlishcd squadrons, and they would let you 

know it. There were the "Yellow· Noses," and then 

th~r~ was anothc.'T outfit which wa~ a GHring outfit . 
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C: They had names of their World War I ace5. They hall 

distinguishing marks--one had yellow wingtips or wllit~ 

wingtips, the other had ye1 lo'W spinners on t ht' j r nosl'S. 

and that sort of thing. I remembe. ~ one of th<'m huz z<"J 

our field one tiine an.d they dropped a messa~C', nnJ th1•y 

said, "''We are the Moel de rs Squadron, Gc~chwalkr" - -

whatever it was--"anJ we moved into your area. and Wl' 

want you to know it." They were pretty cocky. Th<.•y 

said, 1~e are the ones with the yellow wingtips, and 

we are the Moelders." Evidently, Moelders was one or 

their old aces . We had quite a go with them, ~n<l l 'm 

pretty sure we came out better than they. 

They had Messerschmitt 109 - Gs, and we had P-40s . Now, 

their airplane could outrun us, thc>y could out c limh us , 

they could outdive us, but they couldn't outturn us, 

and we became very proficient turners. (laughter) It 

was our nature, as I remember all the time we were 

training, in fighting each otheT, used the tight turn 

as the best defensive maneuver you had. And we wer<' 

excellent turners, nnd l think 1 was the' tightC'st­

turning guy that ever was, because that to me wt1s t lw 

way to keep myself intact. We lPctured this. and wr 

just tattooed it on everybody 1 s forehc-ad: turn, t 11 rn, 

and keep your eyes moving. I remember everyday, wr 
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sa itl to each other, ttJf you arc in a P-40, and you SC(' 

hi'", he ain't going to get you. " If you could see the 

MesseTschmitt, you could do something about it. You 

can turn, and turn, and keep turning until he'll break 

off or you wil 1 get him, and we had good scores against 

t hem . Not the big scores th a t they were running up in 

England, but if you got two or three, you were real , 

real ~ood, because we had to use our disadvantage as an 

advantage. We couldn't run, we couldn't outclimb, and 

we couldn't outdive him, but if he would come down and 

fight us - - and we couldn't get up to where he was either. 

The P-40 was nothing above 10,000 or 12,000 feet, so 

we always stayed around 10,000; and if he wanted to do 

his joh, he would have to come down and get us, because 

wr'J he hammering the hell out of his ground troops. 

Jf he was s ent over there to clear us out, he would 

hav~ to come down in there. And if he would come down 

to ou r altitude, we were good and we could turn down 

there . We had six .SO-caliber guns, so we were well 

a rmed, and the P-40 would take an awful beating . It 

was a rug~ed doggone thing. Naturally, even i f you 

got old Dumbo, you'd get to love them. · We were proud 

of the P-40 and .proud of it s ability, but we knew its ... 
short ~oming s. I remember C.eneraJ Cannon, I think he 

s aid i t himse lf, but he was paraphrasing what he had 
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said. Somebody asked him "If he could hav<' th(• Jws 1 

for his boys. what airplane would he want'?" ll<' said. 

"Messerschmitt 109-B." We would have loved to have' 

had them. But the P-40 did well, ~nd it was all w~ 

had, so we fought it and we used its best attrihut~s . 

and that was, it had a good range on it. We could gn 

200 mil es in to the i T territory. We cou J d go f n)m ,,11 r 

place and go all the way over to the coast of Tunisia, 

to Sfax and Sousse, and to Gabes . Those ar(> the port 

cities. We could look for Germans if they wanted to 

come up and battle us and keep us away, then we wo11 J ti 

put a top cover on, and then we would go down and just 

beat the hell out of any piece of transport we could 

find, or we got to dive-bombing bridges we tried to 

knock out. We got to learn our territory like the hack 

of our hands so we could get home. There weren't any 

cities, but there were landmarks, and we just moved in 

and took it over. It became our alley, and it hcc~m~ 

their alley. As Rommel came north and tried to come 

up through that corridor, we were on his flank, and we 

used to beat up everything we could an~, of course. he 

had his airplane~ to try to keep us from doing it. and 

that was quite an air war. 
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C: Then the B-17s moved in, and the B-2Ss moved in, and 

they started pounding those ports over in there and 

started getting his supplies as he was trying to come 

north. Our job was to make it so difficult that he 

couldn't come north. His job was · to try to push us 

back. You see, he was trying to get out of Africa, 

and he was coming up that corridor of Tunisia, and his 

plan was to get across from the top of the Tunisian 

peninsula there, the Bon Peninsula, over into Sicily, 

which was just a little bit across the water there. 

Sicily, we could see from the air over the Bon Peninsula, 

hut our job was to snuff him off, and keep him from 

doing it, and beat the hell out of him as he came up 

through, and eradicate that whole Afrika Korps. Patton 

wa~ coming at him from the west, and Montgomery was 

chasinR him from the east. He had to come up that area 

if he wanted to get his army out of there and save it. 

So it was our duty to stop him. As you remember, they 

pushed u~ back, and they actually got through the 

Kas~crinc Pass. Now if they could have gotten through 

th~ Ka~~crine Pass successfully, we'd have lost a whole 

ran~e of hills, and we would have had to evacuate and 

~o hack· to the next Tange and establish ourselves there, 

an<l we would have lost that flank, and he could have 

run up there. That's what that whole thing was about . 
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C: We then found ourselves over tank battles. I 'vt• ~t·Pn 

some beautiful tank battles on those plains down 1 ht•n• 

where Patton's tanks would be trying to move forward on 

Rommel's tanks, and watch those old. tank hatt l~s. Wt> 

would get right down in them a couple of timrs. Wr 

tried to devise a way where a P-40 could he e-ffc-ctive 

against tanks. We had armor-piercing ammunition, and 

we were trying to hit at the boge~ wheel, or somC' sen ­

sitive spot of the tank. We weren't very succe!"~ful . 

but we tried harcl. 1 imagine• we knocked out a fl' W, or 

else they went out, because we could see th<"m s toppc.' d . 

It was a closeup kind of a war, and we knew whc-r-E> tht• 

Germans were, and they knew where we were, and tht'y 

were still pulling that old "wings" kind of thing wh e rC" 

they actually would come over and drop a challenging 

message. Naturally, that would require an answt>r from 

us. We would go over and make a pointed thing of h~at­

ing the hell out of something that they should have 

been protecting, and we would say, "All right, you ;1rroga11t 

bastards, we'll show you a little bit of what we arc 

made of, too." And we would answer it. I think it was 

that close, and probably never happened again after that 

fit st half-year or so of the African campaign. from 

then on, things became quite formal. There werentt any 

act ions where a squadron commander, or group comman<l<'r, 
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was kind of Tunning his own war, and dreaming up the 

i<leas of his own and passing them back. From then on 

in, when we got our intelligence up, and we got radar, 

and we got headquarters, and we got well equipped, .the 

war hccamc more orderly, and less barn-stormish, and 

l e ss guerrillish. But for those first few months, 

that area was our oyster. We knew what had to be done, 

and we went about it in our own way . I can remember 

flying as many as four and five missions a day myself, 

and heing over in that area and looking for transpor­

tation, and anything to cripple the enemy that we could, 

and keeping our eye out for movement over in there . 

We were the observation people. We screamed bloody 

murder when we would see tanks moving and forming them­

selves and coming at a certain area, coming throu~h a 

ce rtain pass, or something. We would run back and get 

on the windup telephone and scream to our headquarters, 

"Tell those ~round people that they are going to be 

surrounded." We then informed headquarters about ship 

movc.•mcnts into those ports over there, which was very 

important, bccau~c these were Rommel's supplies, and 

he was fast running out of gasoline and supplies on 

his way up; and if we could get the shipping, we could 

hc.~a t them • 
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C: I remember one morning poppin~ over the lrn r hor at 

Sousse and seeing as many as 30 or 35 freighter!' in 

that harbor trying · to get him to unload . And T thought, 

Oh my goodness, what an opportunity! And I turned 

quickly and got back and tried to get in radio range, 

and I said the hell with secrecy, the hell with codr, 

OT anything. I was just screaming, "Get on t IH' pho1H', 

and get back to General Cannon and tell h im the harho r 

at Sousse is loaded. Get the B-17s over there. My 

goodness, they' 11 have a field day! 11 And J got ha~:k 

and got together, and we were to escort them. lt t~krs 

some time for bombardment to get ready. They had to 

change their bombs and everything, and the whole day 

was gone; we didn't get over until late in the after­

noon, and I was with them as escort. Boy, my anticipa ­

tion was great; we were r eally going to ge t some 

shipping. 

We got over there, and it was just one or two s hip~ on 

their way out. They sighted me, evidently, and 

sighted my formation, and said, "Oh. oh, that guy has 

got us in the back." I don't think it was my yelling 

in the clear, but they just would have to know that we 

had s een them. And here it was daylight; they were 

trying to unload in the darkness. I don't think tlwy 
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had been there the day before. By the time we got out, 

they did the only thing they could--they just scattered 

to sea. So the B-17s took a whack at the harbor any­

how, and got anything that was at the wharf that 

couldn't get away. As I say, we ·were observation, we 

were almost everything. It was just the kind of excit­

ing war situation that called for a lot of informality 

and a lot of innovation, and it was great satisfaction 

to work on it, and work hard at it, and we just ran 

ourselves into the ground fighting that kind of war. I 

remember a gag. John Stevenson [Maj Gen John D.], 

was operations officer of the XII Fighter Command, 

and their headquarters had been hit the night before, 

or that morning--1 forget which--by a German, I believe 

a JU-88 or a fighter--! don't remember which--but blew 

them all apart, and several of them were hurt, not badly. 

l\ut it sure wrecked the headquarters and wrecked the 

(·ommun i cations. They got word forward to me, and it 

was from .John and he said, "The war is all yours 

{lau~hter). We're knocked out." So for about 12 days, 

we didn't even have communications back with our head­

quarters. But we knew what had to be done, and they 

would get messages to us. "Can you escort so-and-so?" 

"Yes, we will." 
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C: We were supporting Fr~nch troops quite a hit, and 

there were some battles the size of which you couhl 

see. That's another peculiarity: you could see this 

isolated battle going on, and you .c.ould see· us protc.•ct -

ing it and the Germans trying to protect their people 

in the clashes between us, and we were actually trying 

to get air superiority over one isolatcc.1 hatt.lc wlwn· 

they would be trying with tanks and artillery to takl' 

a certain pass or a certain crossroad that wouJJ he 

important. They were isolated battles that you ~ould 

actually define. It wasn't one great big old war 

where you could lose yourself in it. They were actually 

combat situations that you could see, and define, and 

work on. So, it was that kind of war that we were 

introduced in. We were good at it, surprisingly good 

at it, as fighter pilots. I remember that the ground 

people used to wonder where we got some of our military 

know-how. We didn't; we were just observant guys, and 

we saw a lot, and we put things together, and we 

started to work with them. As they moved forward, we 

would have meetings with them, and we would make 

arrangements to be their air cover, and they'd call 

us forward. What we were doing was fulfilling the 

new kind of action of ground-air support. They had 

spotters that would tell us where thin~s were, anJ wr 
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learned from that. I remember learning a very serious 

le~~on that we soon taught, and I remember talking 

about it, probably in this briefing in the War Room 

when I came back. We soon learned what the Army guy~ 

the tank people, and the artillery people, and the 

infantry people wanted were the things that they could 

~ec. They would say, "Well, would you please send a 

couple of airplanes up, because we've been stopped by 

some machine gunners that are in a house up on this hill? 

We'll tell you where it is, and you go get them out of 

there." 

Well, we thought it was a misuse of aviation. In other 

words, they were carrying the ground-air support thing 

a little too far in our estimation. We went over a 

n>upl c of times and did that, but we found they were 

using us to do their hard jobs, we thought. But, in 

doing it, what we became intrigued with was, if there 

wns a battle going on and there was a contact between 

our troops and their troops, there must be a support 

unit hchi.nd those troops that are up theTe on that 

front. If thcrC' arc tanks involved, if you will look 

he-hind th~ action a few miles, 10 or 12 miles back, 

you'll find the tank reserves, and you will find their 

supp 1 y unit ~ and you' 11 find their shops. We then 
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learned if there were German tanks working in a small 

front, go about 20 to 25 miles behind, or even 10, nnd 

you will find theiT big old green trucks, and yo11 will 

find them in a square. What they had, this was tlH' t ;ink 

service station. They would come up and fight, and 

they would go back and he refilled and serviced had, 

at this place, and they would be doinA thci r mH in tt•n:1nrt' 

work, and there would be a whole hunch of support troop s 

back there in order to keep the ones up front fighting, 

so that they could go up and fight, turn around, :rnd 

come back. Well, we learned the best way to help tHir 

effort and to help the guys that were actually Join~ 

the fighting was go back and burn that damn thing ;rncl 

get it out of there, and that would cripple the guys, 

and that would lessen the number of tanks you had 

against you . Now you could move on forward. So, in a 

way, we were becoming a close up kind of strategic 

thing, to learn to find the support unit and heat it 

up, as well as cover the guys who were actually right 

up there banging against each other on the frontline . 

I remember one time where we caught a whole trc.iinloaJ 

of re~e.rves coming up to be put into tlw 1 i nes, and 

before those poor devils actually got out of their 

trains, out of their cars, they were pretty murh h~at 
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up. Now that was the kind of thing you look~d for as 

a fighter guy, and I hope I'm using the right word. 

This became the interdiction idea. Get back of that 

front, right in back of it, and get the tactical stuff, 

beat up the rails coming to it, keep the trucks away in 

the daytime, beat up.their supplies, and try to get 

their reserves, and get anywhere they gather. Now, of 

course, they were doing the same thing to us. (laughter) 

It was mutual; we were hitting at each other in close 

quarters. It was a real contact kind of war that later 

wasn't run that way • 

ll: You mentioned earlier that you took a lot of initiative 

on yourself in moving on up to the front. Did this 

cau$e any consternation on the part of your superiors? 

C: Only slight. Things at that time were so fluid and so 

informal that an act like that was really not out of 

order. It was ~ermitted, and in this instance I sensed 

it was the right thing to do; it was the responsible 

thing to do at the time, and a thing like that would 

be allowed, especially in the AiT Force. Now maybe 

elsewhere in more formal outfits or more spit-and-polish 

outfit~, it would be considered improper. But many an 

officer find~ him~clf in a situation where he realizes 
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that someone must take the responsibility and grah i t , 

and take the authority, if you will, an<l havt• to choo:a• 

and say, "All right, I may be doing something a 1 i t t l (' 

bit out of line here, but it•s my Judgment t lrnt S t'llU'Oll l' 

better do it, and I'm the someone." If you hap1H•n tu 

be the ranking guy, you do it; or else if you are not 

the ranking guy, you tell the ranking guy, "Hey, you 

better do it. We better get toge~her here and get 

this thing done." So I think that the spirit in which 

it was done allowed it, and if there was :my heing out 

of line at all, it was forgiven--because lu~kily, it 

worked out well. No~had it not worked out (l3ught~1·). 

I might have been criticized hut not ever really 

punished, I don't think. 

(End Side 1, Reel 2) 

H: All right, we were talking about the buildup at Tel<.'ptt> 

earlier. Would you like to continue discussing that 

at this point? 

C: Yes. We are talking about the latter part of Novc-mh<'r, 

maybe the last 2 weeks of November, or arounJ that 

time, as we moved forward into that area of T~lept~ . 

First, of course, as I say, there was this one squ:1dro11, 
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anJ then a second squadron from the 33d Group came in 

with us. Then, along the way, we picked up an A-20 

squadron. Now the A-20 was an excellent airplane from 

a pilot's point of view, but it didn't adapt itself to 

this kind of warfare at all. Jt· ·couldn't do anything. 

It was a tac airplane; therefore, the designation A, 

hut it wasn't a fighter bomber. It couldn't do support 

work, and it couldn't do bombardment work. It didn't 

have the bombsight mechanisms to help it. It was a 

fast airplane, and a delightful airplane to fly, but 

it was out of place; it couldn't do anything. So we 

immediately turned it into a medium bomber type of 

thing. We saw that as its only use. They had thought 

they were going to skip bomb and maybe be useful against 

tanks or something, but it never worked out. We started 

to u~e them in a medium bomber role, bombing from around 

7,000 or 8,000 feet, and going over the harbors and the 

installations on the coast of Tunisia, and being pro­

tected by our P-40s. It was effective in that way, 

hut. really, we were taking the role of the medium 

h())nhc r 1 ikc the B - 25, and soon many of those came into 

J>lay. They would come from th~ rear bf us, and then 

we escorted them in and out of the combat zones, and ... 
th~y did n much better job, because they were designed 

for that. But the A.-20 moved in on us, and we operated 

them. 
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C: Then we also got a squadron or two--1 can't remt~mhc.•r - · 

but we got a number of P-39s that came into us. Now, 

they had the tricycle gear, and they would havP hall 

difficulty on the rough, clumpy terrain of thl' Te 1 <'pt(' 

airdrome, and so we landed them on an asphalt highw<.i y 

that ran along one side of our airdrome. Then we would 

taxi them off; I wanted to hide them. I didn't want 

the Germans quite to know what we were up to, ancJ 1 wa s 

kind of saving them, because I had an idea in th<' hack 

of my head. If you remember, the P-39 had a cannon that 

shot through the hub of the propeller, the engine hl'ing 

in the rear of the pilot, and the driveshaft coming 

between his legs and on forward. The P-39 wa s fast. 

but we found that it was not a capable airplane for th~ 

area for this reason: It could not outrun a M~ s s~r -

schmitt nor could it outclimb it. It might stay with 

it in a dive, but the key factor was, and this is what 

we come back to, it couldn't outturn. So it had ~11 

the disadvantages, and not even one advantage; and wh~n 

they would meet, they were not a good match for th~ 

Messerschmitt. So we decided they were . good on th~ 

ground, having the cannon capability, shootin~ forwar<l . 
~ 

We figur~d they would be good ground - support aircraft, 

but we were worried about them running into the Gorruan 

fighter. So what we ended up doing was we would put 
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P-40s over it, and when it went in to do its ground 

joh, we would have the P-40s ahove it to protect it. 

lt was the only way we could figure it was a sensible 

way to do it. So it didn't add much to our capability, 

to our power, because we were having to use our very, 

very limited number of P-40s--our scarce ones--to 

protect the other fighters who were doing the ground 

job, and they weren•t doing it that much better than 

our P-40s could do. The P-40 could do the ground job 

and protect itself. So we didn•t think much of the 

P-39~, and there' s an anecdote on that. General Jimmy 

Jloolittle had gotten them to _come in, and he was kind 

of high on them. He was in hopes that they would be a 

match for the Messerschmitt, and it would be the 

answer for the disabilities of the P-40s. He was rather 

high on them until we got them in there. He came up, 

and you could tell he was looking for good things about 

them, and we ran them down . We said, "They are a drag 

on us, <~cncra 1. They end up being a damn 1iabi1 i ty. You 

sC'n<l them out, and you have got to protect them. They 

can't protect themselves . " He didn't like that, at first, 

VC'ry much, and he said, "Well, I don't know about you 

1~11ys.u But he came to see that later. He was, natu · 

r~lly, interested in the longer role of the new airplane-­

the P-39 . They were hoping, I suppose, that they could get 
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a new, better, faster airplane into the inventory of 

the Air Force, because we knew we had to get something 

better than the P-40, and the P-39 was avail<1hlc, aucl 

it was in production, and it was go in~. 1 think it 

was quite a dis_appointment there. Now they Sl'l'V<'d 

well in other theaters, but they didn't do wC'll in our 

immediate situation there. We <lidn't much care for 

them, but we had them, and I had them stashed over 

there under the olive trees, kind of hiding them, hC'· 

cause I suspected that someday I was going to hl' ahh• 

to figure out a way to use them against tanks. I wa~ 

holding them for that reason. to try t.o use that gun 

that they had, and see if it couldn't knock out a 

tank. In that way, I said, "Now they' re worth it, and 

we will put P-40s over them, and we'll go down and 

knock out tanks." I thought maybe we had found a role 

for it. So I wanted to kind of keep it so that the 

Germans coming over and taking their pictures, and 

everything, would have a little trouble tryin~ to 

figure out what we had until they saw thel'I. Jt didn't 

work out. I later tried to use another group, a Rroup 

of P· 39s that were behind us. I can't tell you th~ 

air<lrome, but it was back. 
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C: One Jay, while we were over on one of our missions, I 

spotted a tank battle forming, and we knew that Patton 

was movi ng into position, and we knew that Rommel was 

coming up, and we knew about where they were . We were 

to1d eve ryday how far they had advanced, and I was over 

thi$ area. I could see the American tanks going for­

ward. They had come through a pass, and they were 

coming out onto an open plain area that was many, many 

mile s long. It seemed to ne that I could see, and I 

went over and looked, a German column of tanks that 

Jookcd to me as though they were coming around the 

flank and going to come in behind and cut off, hook 

into, the American column coming. I was probably at 

10,000 or 12 ,000 feet, and I could see something form­

inr. up that I didn't like . l wasn't versed in ground 

warfa re , hut this one was so obvious that it was almost 

like "cutting them off at the pass," you know, the old 

cnwhoy and Indian thing. It looked rather plain that 

t hi s i s what was happening . Anyway, I thought it won't 

do me any harm to report it. So I got on the radio and 

reported it, and I said, "Tell those guys to look out." 

come hack and, again, got on the telephone, which is 

a littl e hcttcr, ·and described what I saw . And they 

~ot one of their Army corps people, one of their staff 

people on, to listen to what we had seen, and I described 
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it to them. I described the area, and I tric<l to 

describe the position and the directions in which tht.•y 

were going, and that it was my opinion that thC' t•1wmy 

was going to hook around in back of them, or at lC'ast 

to their side, and change their direction, and it w:'ls 

going to be a hell of a confrontation that tlwy mi~~ht 

not be planning on. 

So I gassed up and got everybody ready, because I ~~i<l, 

"There's going to be a big smash up there, and wt• :irC' 

going up. We have got to have airplanes over that 

thing." So, in the meantime, I called headquarters an<l 

said, "Here would be the opportune time to us e t hos<· 

P-39s that I know are back there." I said, "Those ~uys 

have got their guns working." The P-39.s that I had 

could never get the cannon working, hut I heard that 

they had the cannon. I _said, "Now he re is where to 

try the cannon with a whole hunch of those P-39s . I '11 

put my P-40s above them, and let those P-39s MO <lown 

and just try to pick those people off, and have a 

field day. We'll try to keep the Germans off thP P- 39s, 

and see what the P-39s can do to help the ground peopl e , 

hC'lp the tnnks." Well, that was a good idc-;1. Tlwy 

said, "Where is it?" I ~aid, "You S<"nd them up, anti 

I'll rendezvous with them." We set a rcndC'zvous poi nt 
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umJ a rendezvous altitude, and I said, "We will lead 

them, and I'll take them right to the tanks. As a 

matter of fact, tell them one airplane will bust out 

of formation, and that will be me. I'll take their 

leader, and I'll point him right down at him, and I'll 

show him what I'm talking about, because it's hard to 

tell a German tank from an American tank in this 

situation. There's all kinds of dust, and there's 

everything over in there. I'll point them out, and 

I'll let them study this thing." That was a good idea. 

I forget where we were to meet, but I described that 

they were to work on these tanks, and that they would 

find all kinds of tanks, and that they should know 

which were the Americans. I told them to look at the 

Jn$ignia, because oftentimes it was hard to tell. 

Figure out which is the enemy, and then use your cannon 

on them. 

W~ll, I waited and waited, and they never came to the 

rendezvou!' point . Something got messed up. So I said. 

"Well, to hell with this." So I went on over to the 

h:ittlP ag•Jin. J went ov£'r, and with all our guys we 

k~pt ~oin~ down trying to hit the bo~ey wheels, trying 

to ~ct the tracks, trying to smash anything we could, 

:mJ we stooged around that battle, and it was quite 
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a battle. It was a big one. So then we went hack homr, 

and I learned that night that my P-39s that 1 was sup ­

posed to meet had missed me. They didn't hit th~ point 

someway or the other, but they went on and tJwy st110 gt-d 

around, and they sudd~nly came upon a whole hunch or 

tanks and a whole bunch of trucks, and, oh hoy, what 

a target! They went down, and t.hc!y jus t h<'a ! __ t~!_t_: __ l_iving 

hell out cf some of Patton's tanks. (laughtc-r) 

H: Oh, no. (laughter) 

C: I don't know whether we'd better keep this in then· or 

not, but it happened, and I believe the name of tlH' 

place was Sbeitla . But I remember Patton was the 

angriest man in the world, and he had a right to b<', 

but you can understand how those things happen. They, 

oh my goodness, thought they were beating the h e ll out 

of the enemy, and they just burned up more stuff with 

their cannon, and, naturally, it was quite a deal. 

Patton got very, very irked at the Air Corps for thinRS 

like that, at that time, and he had a ruling there for 

sometime--! don't say he had a ruling--but his troops 

got so if we flew over them, they would shoot a t us, 

because they didn't care whether we were G~rmans or 

anything. They didn 't wait to find out . Oh boy, they 
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just shot us up something fierce. They were shooting 

at B-25s that would come over them. I rememher, they'd 

limp into our place and say, "Gee whiz, somebody up 

there licked the hell out of us, and it would be our 

own troops that were whanging away at them. 

U: You know, General O. P. Weyland mentioned in his inter­

view that Patton had a very, very poor opinion of the 

AiT Corps when they .. . 

r.: At that time • 

II: . . . joined him in England for the Normandic invasion. 

(:: Yes. W~yland really showed Patton how to u~e airplanes. 

anJ then, of course, Patton became an expert. He was 

very expert, and we used to laugh and say his expert is 

o. r. I saw Patton point kiddingly one time, I think 

it was to Doolittle and General Carl Spaatz, and he 

s:till, "Well, they ask me about--when I run on one of 

thC'se Jong (orays with tanks--what I'm going to do 

ahout my flanks." lie said, "What th·c hell, 0. P. 

\'lcylan<l t.akes care of my flanks. He's my flank man." 

That' s wh:tt th<~y did. They perfected their method 

that c:1m~ out of the action there in World War II, 
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where Patton could run and leave his flanks w i J<• opc.•11 

because O. P. and his tactical air people, his 

fighters, could keep him pretty well protc-ctr<l on hoth 

sides of him. They learned how to do that togcthPr, 

and they were very, very effective. 0. P . and P:it ton 

got along very, very well, I know that. I was at o. J>. 's 

headquarters one time with General Spaatz, Gen<"ral })oo­

littlc, General Vandenberg [Royt S~7, various other 

ranking guys, and we were at 0. P. 's headquarters :ind 

Patton was there. I had been sent up to talk to Jl;1ttnn 

about aerial invasion, but that's another story that' s 

way down the road. That's in Europe after I was in 

Burma, then came back to Europe. But while wr are on 

Patton, he had some reason to dislike the Air Force, 

and the Air Force had some reason to dislike him. 

I would like to tell an amusing anecdote of the tim~. 

If you remember, Patton was no shrinking violet, and 

Patton was a character. Even before he got into w<1r, 

he was the biggest warrior we had and neve r had a shot 

fired at him in anger. He was still the s pit-and.­

polish general. You remember, he wore a chromed helmet .. 
with the three stars on it, and he carri ed tlll' pistol s , 

the pearl-handled pistols in his belt, and he wore th~ 

boots, and he was really something. lie a 1 ways haJ 11 
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whole planeload of pTess along with him. He had 

botched part of the landing at Casablanca; some of 

his plans went awry . The weather didn't do him much 

good, and they came forward anyhow. They had a lot 

of trouble, and they lost a lot of equipment and stuff. 

Jt was an unfortunate circumstance of the war, and it 

shouldn't have happened. It shouldn't happen to a dog, 

let alone the great Patton; but he took that, and he 

was back in the mud, and the war was going on and on 

and on. We were up there fighting with the French and 

holding off what we could, and trying to hold the fort 

while he was getting forward. So we didn't appreciate 

a lot of his attitudes, and his MPs would arrest Air 

PoTcc enlisted men and officers because we didn't have 

our puttec5 on . lie insisted that if you are going to 

he a soldier, you are to be a clean one and a dressed 

up one--evcrybody in his zone. When he came over, he 

took over th~ zone; he ran it. Everybody was going to 

bC' right up to snuff as far as their uniform was con­

cerned. He didn't like this sloppy attitude, as he 

cnllc<l it, of the Air Force . Oddly enough, we weren't 

even issued that kind of uniform. We had what we had, 

and we were lucky to have it . We used to say to his 

orfiC'crs, "Well, because you guys got all our stuff 

sunk in the damn invasion, we don't even have underwear, 
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let alone puttees. You guys got them all." This 

started a little bit of rancor between Air Poree (H'r­

sonnel and Army personnel. The other thing wa s. "Wl· l I • 

we 1 re up there fighting it, and yo-µ . guys arc · !'ti 11 11:11.: I.. 

here talking . " That k.ind of thing that goes on in 

armies, you know. A lot of it was very amusing. 

Well, I came back. I got a chance to get a hreak from 

Telepte to bring back an airplane that I had just ahout 

worn out. It was a pretty worn out article, an<l it w:1s 

the airplane that I had come forward with an<l that I 

kept . I remember the last numhcr on its serial was 112, 

and it's the airplane that I had gotten shot off the' 

carrier in. I always kept it, and it was my personal 

airplane. I had a few special things on it; I had 

lightened it up somewhat so that I could turn hettcr 

and that sort of thing. It finally was wearing out 

and was doing me in. Tt was putting out so much hla~k 

smoke that finally one of my wingmen said, "Major, Ji<l 

you ever realize why the Germans always jump you, and 

why they are always on to you?" Now this was my wing ­

man, and he knew it, because he was back there prot~ct­

ing my wing, and he notic~d that in a squabhlc I woulJ 

always get jumped. I said, "Yes, how do you suppos<' 

they know who the leader is?" He said, "Well, sir, 

88 

• 



• 

• 

COCHRAN 

what they figure is, is that you are in an airplane that 

is hurt, because you are putting out so much black 

smoke that they think you have been hit, and they will 

jump on you." I said, "Oh boy, that's a good draw. 

That's a good come-on." But I realized then that my 

engine was beginning to get valves about the size of 

a fountain pen, I suppose, so it was to go back and 

get a new engine. So I took it back to Algiers, and 

l was waiting to get a new airplane. It wasn't ready, 

and I was sitting around. I remember being rather dirty, 

and rather tired, and was waiting for the airplane. 1 

wanted to get back, and I was sitting on a bench out 

in front of the operations office. I noticed this furor 

go.in~ on and people. running back and forth, and a whole 

hunch of things. I said to a friend of mind there that 

was in operations, "What's coming off?" He said, 

"Patton is supposed to be coming in." It didn't mean 

anything, and pretty ·soon I noticed that two DC-3s came 

in and parked and a whole entourage got out of them, 

and here comes General Patton and a lot of his staff, 

and they were all following behind him, and he's madder 

than a hornet. He's hot. What happened was, he came 

in at th<' ~ronJ!·timc or something, and there weren't 

any ~ar~ there waiting for him. Here in front of the 

whole press corps was General Patton, and there weren't 
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any cars. Something had foulPd up. So he came stomp-

ing forward, and I was just sitting there. As hC' l·nuu' 

by, I stood up, naturally, from this bench f was sitting 

on. I stood up and saluted. He ca.me over to me, :md 

he said, "You get your ass out of here, and get in t hl· rl' 

and get me some cars!" 

He was fuming (laughter), and I looked at h im , and l 

said, "General, I'm more transient than you are. r 'm 

a transient officer here; I don't belong to this e5tah­

lishment. He said, "I don't care what estahlishm~nt 

you belong to, you go in there and get some cars." 

There are all these press guys looking at me, and I'm 

thinking, "I'm a major in this guy's Air Force, for 

heaven sake. I 'm no guy to be screamed at , and fur t Ill' r 

more, I have been up and gotten shot at> and l ~ot mo rt' 

combat experience than this guy is going to get in the 

next 4 or S months." I kind of out- ranked him as f:.n 

as that went. I was more experienced in warfare than 

he was. He hadn't shot anything yet. So I resented 

it, kind of, but I had sense enough not - to do nnyth i nA 

about it at that time. 

So I turned and started to walk toward the door, and 

he s~d<l, "1 said run." I said, "No, that l'm goin~ 
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to stand on. He's nibbling away at my dignity, and 

1 'm not going to do- it." So I walked through the 

doors, and I walked upstairs, and there was a balcony 

on this thing. Thi$ was an old French operations 

place, an airdTome. I knew there·was a balcony up 

there. So I went up on the balcony, sat up there and 

watched him fume some more, and watched him scream at 

people. Pretty soon the cars started arriving, and I 

got out of it. But that was my first meeting with 

Patton. 

So then we went along, and he . started getting into the 

foray~, and he wanted more and more and more airplanes. 

At that time, I think Patton and all of the people in 

the Army did not quite yet understand the uses of air, 

especially close air support. We were both learning. 

I think the only practice work that had been done on 

it had been the southern maneuvers before the early 

rart of the war, and this is where we first began to 

und~r~t.ind that the word was air-ground support, and 

that it was a phase of air military use, close support 

w~ called it, air-ground, that sort of thing. 

Ill' hc~an to ask for more and more of it, his units did, 

nn<l he hegan to get more and more. But about that time 
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we were getting down, and I n.•mcmhcr Oil<' d:1y wlu•n" I 

only had 12 airplanes, and I was about his only support. 

He had gotten himself--he went toward a town named 

Sened, and he took one of his long dashes with his 

troops, and he was coming along. He had infantrymc1' in 

trucks, and the German Stukas and Messerschmitts got 

after him. They found him, and they just burned him up. 

He took quite a beating, and I rememh<'r it. at this 

little station called Sened. It was south of us. 

believe that•s the skirmish where his son-in-law wus 

killed, and I know I was over them all day long. w~ 

tried our damndest with the airplanes we hud. I 

believe I flew five missions that day trying to protect 

them, and I didn't know that they had b~en heatcn up. 

But he criticized us roundly later, and said that th<' 

Air Force had just let his fine boys. his infantrym~n. 

get burned up by those damn Germans, and they had thf' 

run of the air. It rankled me, and when asked aho111 

it by my commanders, I said, "Well, we ditl everythinJ..t 

we could. We are limited in our capability, and wr 

went all out to cover him on that thing . ., But f saiJ~ 

"I will go back to the basic thing: Who in the hell 

put the soldiers out there in the middle of thu day in 

trucks on highways to be gotten by these p~opl~? Who 

ran this thing without prop<:'r air support and without 
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knowing how he was going to do it? i•u put it back 

then.· ." So, again, J got in content ion with Patton'!' 

w;1y . Thi s is odd. Then, later, we did a lot of work 

with him and for them, but then there was this rankle 

with the P-39s that didn't meet me, that beat the hell 

out of h1s own places, and my watching him get beaten 

by Rommel on that fight over in the plains on the other 

side of the mountain where I described the people came 

around in hack. In fact, they did; they flanked them. 

Our tanks walked right into it. If I remember correctly, 

they lost, I believe, up to 100 tanks in that battle. 

Now I don't say that they lost the battle; I don't know 

how many the Germans lost, hut this was one of our first 

meetings . This was one of Patton's first meetings with 

Rommel, where Rommel's troops and Patton's troops were 

fighting this thing out on this wide plain, valley kind 

of thing, between mountains where I saw them hook and 

C'ngugc , and this is where J wanted to use the P-39s. 

llnfortunatcly, the P- 39s got misdirected, and they were 

g r ee n, and they beat the hell out of one of Patton's 

rC'ar reserves. 

So speaking of Patton and O. P. Weyland, later I be-

~ame a great admirer of Patton, and he became a great 

u~cr of aircraft. He learned, then, how to use aircraft, 
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and he learned that they were a great capability for 

him to use, and he knew how to use them. And O. P. 

Weyland was the guy who was working with him down 

there. But that was in Europe. Rut Patton's first 

attitude toward the Air Force was, I would say, almost 

antagonistic, and we couldn't help hut return it, t.'Vt'll 

though we st il 1 did our respective j ohs. Rut this i-> 

the learning process, I suppose. We had to go through 

that sort of thing in order to learn how to help ~ach 

other; and certainly, we were all trying. Now 1 told 

you that we got down to damn near 12; I think that's 

all I could get up. Then General Doolittle came- for ­

ward, and we had a meeting down in my cave. We had 

it there because we were scared, because there was our 

great, wonderful Jimmy, and we were scared that thC' 

Heinies would jump us, and maybe get him, an<l so we.~ 

hustled him out of his airplane and into one of the 

underground things. We had a meeting down there, and 

we all were there together. He heard our stories ahout 

the P-39s, and heard what we were doing, and how w~ 

were beat down pretty far, and he said, "All right, what 

do you want?" And just about in a chorus--tlH'r<' WC'r(' 

three or four of us--un<l we said. ".Just sc.•n<l us mon• 

P-40s. Just scn<l them on . We'll ~<'t them, wt"ll 

keep going . " He went back. I forget what group it 
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wa~, hut they sure had no love for us, because thi~ 

was a group that had · just landed in Casablanca, I 

believe, or one of the ports, and they had a whole 

bunch of brand new P-40s, and he took all 75 of them 

away from them, put them on the ground, and put them 

on the shore, and gave us the airplanes. That, of 

course, didn't make them feel ·very well. Then they 

got some more in the next batch; they knew there were 

more airplanes coming in, more ·replacement airplanes, 

but they were late. So we got those airplanes, and 

we went through those, too. It was a rough go. We 

used the airplanes hard. It was a hard place to main­

tain airplanes. That flat desert, dusty kind of place, 

is a miserable place to maintain airplanes, but the 

~uy~ did it. Our ground personnel, the mechanics, were 

just exceptionally capable people, and dedicated. 

Gosh, they worked, and they worked morning, noon, and 

night, :rn<l livinJ,? under tho~c tough conditions. I 

rcmcmhcr they were living in caves. There was a ravine 

near us, and they were all in there, and eating in the 

dark, and bad rations, bad food, and cold at night. 

A5 soon as the ~un goes down in that area, you know 

what happens on the desert. It just gets instant ice­

hnx th~ minutu the old red ball gets down over the 

horizon, and, z.am .. you're in a different country . 
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C: (laughter) We were cold, and we were dirty, and we 

were without good food, and we were hungry a 11 the 

time, and we had dysentery. We had what('ver th<' Hrit ish 

called "gibby tummy." Whatever they cal led it, wL~ had 

it. A lot of our guys were ill. A lot of them rn~ss0J 

up their airplanes because th<'y couldn't control tlwir 

diarrhea. Of tent imcs, you would see a ~uy L·om<' in. :111<1 

he would say to his crew chief, "Sergeant, stay away 

from me. Don't come near this airplane," because he 

would be embarrassed. He had soiled hi5 drawers, and 

not because of fright either, but because he would h<' 

ill. He'd still go and he'd still try to mak<' it. /\ntl 

many a time, you'd see a guy get out of a P-40 etnJ run 

for the space where he could lower his pants and l<'t it 

go, because he was sick. We weren't eating properly, 

and in the cold in the morning at 5 o'clock or 6 o•~Jock 

in the morning, or when it's dark and 7 or B o'clo~k at 

night, isn't a time to be very hygienic about your mes s 

kit, and that's where we would get this stuff. We'd 

keep preaching to each other to boil the things; "At 

the end of the chow line, when you are through, make 

sure you go to the boiling water." But we'd miss, and 

the guys woul<l get sick, although we wcr<.• trying to 

keep ourselves healthy. Many of the boys weren't up 

to snuff, but they went . They went, and they went har<l, 

and many of them wrung themselves out. 
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C: Let'~ tolk about that for awhile. It's an interesting 

part, I think, of war, of that phase, that not many 

people have talked about, but it's embedded in my 

memory because I saw it happen, and it was an experience 

that was full of education. You · didn't like to see it 

happening, but I learned a lot. These wonderful, eager 

boys, these guys were a superior race within the race, 

at that time. Adversity brings this kind of thing out, 

and our country was in trouble. The good ones come out, 

and the best comes out of everybody in times like that, 

and it was coming out of these kids. Boy, they were 

grand people, and courageous and stubborn, and guys 

that really had a conscience and a sense of responsibility, 

ond wanted to fulfill it. They wanted to be guys that 

had no cowardice in their bones. They had fear; they 

weren't nutty gungho people. They were sensible people, 

and they had sense enough to be frightened. But they 

wrrc11't going to lag, especially when we first started. 

l\ut then day in and day out of combat, and the living 

conditions, began to eat at those guys. Being one of 

their leaders, and being a little older than they, I 

wa~ more experienced, and I was able ·to observe them. 

I w;Jtchc-J_..them go into a little bit less exuberance, 

:111d a ·little mon• tired, and a little . thinner, and a 

little more haggard, and a little bit less exuberant . 
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C: After a month or two, or 3 months, say, we a re- ·into t IH' 

second or third months, and the ra tc or I oss h:1d 

climbed. We were losing quite a few but not a prohihi 

tive rate of loss, one that you could expect. Hut som0 

of the good guys were beginning to go, and thls wns 

eating on the others. The younger kids were getting 

brought up to be flight commanders and were less <'Xperi­

enced. All of those things were working on tlwsc.• Jl('oplt•, 

who after all were human. They were human clay, and I 

began to see their exuberance and their--! don't know 

what the word is--but it bcg:m to erode a I ittll.' hit. and 

their fervor was perhaps beginning to wr ink l<.• on t lw 

edges, but still going. You'd notice that when you f1a<l 

everybody together for operations and briefing meeting~, 

and they'd all be squatting on the ground or sitting on 

the ground in one of our caves down in the re, a1HI we.~ ' d 

be explaining the mission. Then you'd say. "A11 right 

now, so-and-so, you're going to take A flight, nn<l g~t 

you three guys and make sure one of them is a 'new-y, ' a 

guy that we can train." So then the volunteers varied . 

The guys were just about coming forwa!d very quickl>· 

to get into this. They wanted into this immediate 
... 

flight,. and you had no trouble filling a flight. Mor<.' 

guys wanted to go than there were aircraft, more than 

you wanted on the flip.ht. Then you would not ire.• a 
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little while later that it got so that you would have 

to de~ignate which guys were going. I began to notice 

that. I began to know some of the guys were beginning 

to crack, but wouldn't allow themselves and would go, 

and it was beginning to get to th~m. 

We had a couple of cases where boys momentarily--or I 

don't know, maybe permanently--lost the hold on them­

selves. Their minds would crack~ I remember one boy, 

who wasn't the most capable pilot in the world, got 

shot down two or three times, but he got back, and he 

kept going. It kept getting.to him, and he was getting 

~ickcr and sicker, and I could see it. So everybody 

reco~nized it. The operations people did, and they 

:-;topped him. They used him for close-in things, and 

they let him keep flying local, like when they knew an 

easy patrol, or fly the mail back, or something like 

that sort of thing, trying to help him through, because 

we admired him. He was a minister's son, and he had 

~r~at pride, but not an awful lot of capability as a 

pilot. lie wa~ always ~etting into scrap~s and didn't 

k"ow how to ~et out, and he was always getting shot at. 

Rut he would go, and he'd get shot down, and he'd be 

the next guy to ~o, because this was his code. This 

was in him, it was in his heart, and he wasn't going 

99 



COCllRJ\N 

to let anybody down, let alone himself or his country. 

His upbringing just told him that as long a~ thl'r~ was 

a duty to perform, he was going to do it. So we had a 

lot of those guys, and I saw a lot of them . Then you 

begin to feel in your~e]f a little bit of fla~ginp, or 

interest, and you have to jack yourself up and say, 

"Wait a minute. T 'm leading these' guys. You' rC' not 

going to send them out unless you're going yoursl'I f ." 

That sort of thing happens to leaders. Oftcnt i me~ tlH' Y 

make a mistake by going where they shouldn't. Tht.•y 

should send somebody, because they're the command~r . 

They should be back using their brain rather than thl'ir 

brawn. But then you get into that position. Now, :1111 

I starting to use my brains purposely here so that 

don't go out into that tough one I'm sending these guy!' 

out on? Well, then you'll have a tendency to think, 

"Well, by God, I'll show myself and them, too; l 'rn 

leading it." Than you have to watch your other lea<lcrs 

that they didn't start to do that. You begin to get 

a very, very fast course in human nature under great 

stress. You watch the stress work on the boys, and 

work on the boys. Then it becomes your duty to st~rt 

telling somebody, "Hey, it 1 s time, cut this out." 1 

remember telling General Doolittle, because he askc<l 

me about the morale and the condition of our guys. 
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r~m~mhcr saying to him that if you replace this squad­

ron entirely, get the whole thing out and bring one of 

those new groups in here--not piece by piece. Many of 

these guys if you save them now, they'll be fighter 

pilots again somewhere else. They'll come back. But 

.if you leave them in here much longer, they'll never 

fight aRain. You will get them out, and you'll get 

them back to hospitals or something, and they will be 

~o wrung out that they won't be able to bring themselves 

back to being good leaders. Their minds, their capa­

bilities, themselves--they might even be disgusted with 

the11~elves, or they might say, "Damn it, my body let me 

down," or "I let myself down." They wouldn't have the 

confidence, and they wouldn't have the spirit to be the 

leaders that we were needing to build the next outfits 

that were coming in. I remember saying to General 

lloolittle, "Gee, General, get them out now. Send some-

hody in here that knows this sort of thing, who will be 

:ihlc to judge this. I'm not a judge of what's going on, 

hut I can see it. So let's get them all out. " Well, 

ho did; he sent a man in. The man was a major, and I 

don't believe he was a medico, but he ·was some kind of 

an expert it this sort of thing. He had been told to 

talk to· me-, and I talked to him. I saw him the next 

day, an<l I said, "All right, how are we going? You got 
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the list? Are you getting thP-se peo ple out th a t you 

are going to recommend?" He said, "Yes, l got :1 list, 

and Cochran, your name is number one." (laughter J Ill~ 

was a psychological something or other, and he- was :111 

expert on the thing. I lauglwd at him, hec.:aus(.' lw 

said, "After I talked to you, 1 found out you'n.• tlu· 

worst one of all of them," (laughter) which wasn't quitt' 

true . I wasn't the healthiest person Jn the worlJ ut 

that time, and I did get out a little bit later. Rut 

we used to say to each other, "1 know you' rt:' ft.•e I i ng 

lousy, and the best way to feel great i s to get in :rn 

airplane and get over there and get in et fight, and you 

will be amazed how &.ood you feel, because your old heart 

wil 1 get going, and your adrenalin wi 11 get going. 11 

What we were doing was hyping ourselves, 1 suppose, hy 

going into combat to get all the old juices running, 

because we'd get so excited. And the fear of thing~ 

would be working on you, and the adrenal in is therc..~ 

ready for you to fight, and all that sort of thing. We 

had been doing it so much, I suppose our bodies ROt into 

that habit and then needed it. It needed that kind of 

hyping, and all you had to do is go back in the <lurk .. 
and eat something in that cave and wait . for tomorrow. 

and figure, "Well, tomorrow I got to go again." This 

got to eating on the guys. There was no diversion. We-
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u5c<l to laugh; the only diversion we had there, we 

would give a guy a day off. He'd say, "What do I want 

a day off for? All I can do is dig my house bigger." 

The- French had some wine around there. There was a 

townt Feriana, down below us, and· there was some wine 

available. We'd say to the guys, "Go drink some wine. 

Get half stiff and relax." They'd say they didn't 

want to. Now most of us didn't want to drink very much 

at all . This is another peculiatity. I don't think 

it's a peculiarity, it's a practicality. We didn't 

want to drink because we knew if we did, and we had a 

little bit of a hangover and·we got in a fight the next 

duy, we wouldn't be quite as sharp. We wanted the 

a<lvantagc of every capability we had, and we didn't 

want to dull it. And the kids wouldn't relax. There 

was only one way to get them to relax, and that was 

s~n<l them all the way back to Casablanca. Usually, 

after they got back there a month, the thing had pro­

~rcssed so that the squadron would change and they'd 

{1Ctcntimes be put into different outfits, or they'd 

get lost from the identity of their own unit, and they'd 

).!<'t into other units. So they sometime resisted going 

hack, figuring that they'd never get back into their 

own unit, an<l you know that's a feeling of all soldiers . 

Tlwy al ways want to get back to their own unit . 
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(End Side 2, Reel 2) 

H: Would you like to add anything furth~r? 

C: Well, I was rec_ounting seeing ardor and exuht"ranc r fad<' 

a little bit, not as anxious to h" a part, and tlu· 11 not 

quite reluctance but a little bit of th<:' g("tting prncl i 

cal. Then is when the work is hard. Then is when you 

really get down to the hard work, and that's when the• 

going is tough. But that's when the hard work is don~, 

and you just do it. You just keep doing it, and thc>n 

if you keep at it long enough, it will begin to H•ll on 

you, I don't care who you are. We are not supl'rhuman 

beings, and some guys are able to take a little mor~ 

than others, and it doesn't mean that they are any l~s s 

courageous, or any more courageous, or more i nte 11 i )!.<'llt • 

Maybe they're just dumb. Maybe the more intelligent 

guy sees what's happening around him and can't help hut 

say, "Well, this doesn't make much sens<:'," an<l start $ 

to react that way. 

So, you sec, we were seeing all kinds of reactions, 

and we> were~ learning ah out ours<.' 1 vr~. Am.1 we Wl' rt' 

beginning to learn just about how mud1 a guy shoulu 

take . I think in North Africa, in this phase of that 
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air war, we were a5king the guys to take a little too 

mm.·h, anJ I' 11 repeat again why I think that, when 

say too much. You may say, how much is too much? 1 

think we should have known the point where the erosion 

would start, and you get a fellow· out, get a diversion 

for him before it starts to eat away, starts to deterio­

rate his morale, and his ardor, and his exuberance; 

don't spoil it. You can take it up to a point. Now if 

you go far enough, you'll hurt him, damage him, and he 

doe!-' not come back the same fellow. It• s hard to recon­

~truct him, if you will. I think we did that, but we 

JiJ it because we had to. We didn't have anybody else 

in positio", and we weren't quite ready. I think that 

outfit went a little too far on some of the men. 

But, you know, you don't get to do the things you want 

to do in the war, you do the things you have to do. I 

know, at the time, we felt we had to do it, and we had 

to do it to oursclvt•s as wcJJ as the 11eople under us. 

J hrcam~ conscious of it. It's one of the experiences 

t ha t 1 w :mt c d t o express that I did 1 earn at that t i me , 

ju~t ahout how much you ought to take out of a guy? I 

say get him before his confidence in himself, and his 

character, 5tarts to erode, because if you stay on a 

guy I on~ enough, he' 11 he gin to doubt ~imscl f. Am I 
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becoming uncourageous? If there a litt le cowardice in 

me? I'll tell you there's some in everybody; it's just 

different degrees . And you got to catch a guy before 

that happens to him~ and then you got a goo<l one. Tlw11 

he can pass on his experiences to others and Leil d them, 

but he can't lead from a lack of confi dt•nc c in himst'lf 

if he's once cracked, somewhat. You might nt•vt'r k1HH\I 

that he's cracked, but he has done it in hi~ own h c :ll't, 

and he doesn't lose that kind of thing. 1 t makes a 

mark. 

H: Did you see any Qf your men actually crack undPr th~ 

strain? 

C: Yes . They had to take some of them back who had thl' i r 

minds crack on them. Then we had a couple of unfortu ­

nate situations. We had one grand person who--we never 

knew- -he must have started to doubt himse 1 f, and ht• s:1w 

his best friend get killed right over our airdromc' orw 

day, a guy whom we called ttHorse." I forget his la~t 

name. He was a redheaded guy, a big man. This other 

fellow had been a school teacher, and they were fa~t 

friC'11d:; and had their cave together; th~y l i vc<l togt'tht• r. 

An<l Horse tried to get out of an airplane il t the l as1 

minute, and it was comin~ <lown rather f11st. lk did ).!t't 
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out. I don't know whether he hit the airplane or what. 

But anyway, when he got near the ground, the wind was 

rough and his parachute slammed him into the ground and 

killed him, and it was in sight of all of us. His best 

friend saw that happen. That night, I assigned Horse's 

flight to this·other man and suggested that this friend 

take the next day off. We knew he was shook, He did 

take the day off, and he stayed in his dugout. Then 

he came out, and he did an odd thing. He went up to 

his airplane and said he was going to take it up. The 

crew chief said, "Sir, we thought you were off today, 

and it's assigned in a flight coming up in a half hour. 

It's a~signed to another pilot." He said, "Oh, that's 

all ri~ht. I'll fix that." He took his own airplane up 

on hi~ off day, and he took it right above the airpoTt 

and ju~t Jove it Tight into the ground, right ~traight 

down. There, again, I have to feel that man cracked. 

It got to him, and he did himself in. 

We had other fellows that showed evidence of not being 

v~ry stable in the head, and we had to get them out. 

Then Wl~ hnd a coup I c of other kids, I think they would 

have )!One on until they were killed. I had one kid 

th3t was shot down four times. I just had to get him 

nut. lwt.·au~c he was still going. But he was not capable . 

107 



COCllRAN 

C: He walked away from so many. l thought, "W<-ll, it's 

going to come up." By the way, l've seen that kid 

wi t:hin the year. He made himself known to me one ti mt"'. 

But yes, we saw them get tired. I'll put it thLlt wuy . 

They were tired menta~ly, and it's damn difficult to lw 

brave when you are tired and sick, and worn down. It'~ 

difficult to be brave anytime. Believe me>, tlH'n''s ;m 

awful lot of baloney written about this sort of thing, 

and we tell each other how brave and how grand somr 

people are, and how superior thei T characters a rP-, :111d 

how strong, and all that sort of thing. But I don't 

know, it seems to me that it's damn difficult. It's 

difficult in the best of circumstances, and when things 

get old and tired, and you're tried, and you're tircJ 

mentally, it becomes quite a chore, and the longer you 

do it the more it's going to take out of you. 

H: Well, didn't they have R&R flights? 

C: Not at that time. No, we weren't that sophisticated 

in the air waT to l e arn that, but we weTe learning it 

very fast. We knew the principles, and guys were talk ­

ing about it . If you will remember, they heKan a 

program where if you had so many hour~ of combat, or 

so many flights, or so many of this, you would be ~ent 
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-
hack, that sort of thing. They were beginning to 

unJcr~tand. We understood the principle, but it had 

not quite come into being at this time that I'm speak­

ing of, at this early time of the Northwest African . 

campaign. We used to hear about those things and laugh 

about them, because they'd say, "Well, you get so many 

comhat hours. 0 So we'd say, "Yes, those bombardment 

guys, they get in their airplanes, and they fly from 

200 tnil es behind us, and they fly about 2 or 3 hours 

hofore they get over the target. Then they turn around 

and they come back, and then they're out of the zone. 

Then they fly 2 more hours back home, and so they have 

got that many combat hours." Now you· take a guy that's 

up here at Telepte in a P-40, he's in combat before he 

even get~ in his airplane, and the minute he leaves the 

ground he's in trouble. He's in danger because somebody's 

liable to swoop down and grab him before he can get his 

wlwl' I~ up. lie .is in a combat ZClne, and he• s in jeopardy 

the minut~ he leaves his airdrome until the minute he 

come~ hack, and that's a traumatic experience, so to 

speak. And he goes 200 miles in and fights the hell 

out of somebody, OT dive bombs something, or beats up 

some railroad yard, and then he comes flying back, and 

he hasn•t got enough gas to get more than 2 hours. So 

then he goes again, and again. So we realized that 
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there's something about hours 01 missions you had to 

start getting. They used to come up and a!=\k what w~ 

thought about that, and that would be our angw<.'r, that 

the minute one of our guys gets of~ the ground, from 

then on in it's the staTt of combat. Then we knew 

guys who were flying patrol up on the Mc <l i tt.' rranl' an. 

back and forth, and they were getting combat hours. 

So I'm reminded of those things that we laughe<l at and 

kidded about, and criticized, and knowi ng that they 

were searching at that time for some method of finding 

out when a guy ought to be relieved. They later got 

orderly about this sort of thing. In other words, we 

had the system , and we had the theories , but they 

weren't yet in practice at this time. When thi s P- 40 

outfit was flying up in that area, we were just th<.~ 

pioneers. They were learning a lot of things, ;.ind Wt' 

were learning a lot of things , learning something 

everyday . But not much of it, but I saw it . It' s 

something to see and something to learn about, and 

know how to manage. This is part of war. 

H: As a general question, what did you think of the Ge rman 

obj c l·tive s in North Af rica? [Jo yo u think that it wa :; 

a ve r y wise thing for them to hccom~ cngag~<l in tha t 

area in the first pl ac e? non' t. you th ink t'lwt t h<' Y 
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would have been better off concentrating their forces 

in Europe itself? 

r.: We ll, now you are asking me to make a judgment. This 

is after the fact. At the time, when you're snubbed 

up against an enemy·and you're on that kind of a front, 

anti it's you and him, we didn't know or think about 

strategic things like that. We didn't even know why 

the Germans were down there. All we knew was they were 

down. Then we realized that Rommel, in fact, was com­

ing up the corridor and trying to get out. He was trying 

to come up through Tunisia and get out at Cape Bon and 

cross some way, get across to Sicily. He was trying to 

save his army. We knew the big picture, so to speak, 

of what our forces were attempting and how Patton and 

his w~stern flank came up this Tunisian area, and 

Rommel knew that he had to hold from the mountains to 

the shore. He had to hold that corridor which is, 

prohahly, maybe a hundred miles wide. He had to hold 

those hi11~ and keep us from getting him so he could 

run up through. He had to keep it open, and, on the 

other hand, Patton's job was to cut that off and to 

get in thcr~ and stop him. T knew the front was prob­

ahJy 100 to 200 miles long, maybe a little more. I 

knew that area, and it was probably 75 to 80 miles wide 

111 



COClll~f\N 

and 100 miles long, and that is what you would hL' 

operating in. You'd he operating in " long st:itc mayhC' 

about the size of California, a sk inny California, and 

not as long. We knew that much. But as f:u~ as why t In· 

Germans had gone on over there in t he first place, I 

didn't know, but I could see that we had to g~t th~rn 

out of there before we coul<l ever think of a :-;et·on,I 

front in Europe. 

Remember the Russians griped about our second front, 

and Churchill want ed to do other things. Churd1i11, 

it seems to me--J'm not quoting as though I'm an cx1H· rt - ­

but it seems to me that at one time he wanted to come 

up under the soft underbelly of Europe. He wa s 

intrigued with sout hern France and the Marseille area, 

and that so r t of thing, and maybe this p~rt o f North 

Africa, this area that we were in, h:id to bt• taken 

before you could do that. There was no way o f <loing 

that as long as Rommel had an army in Africa. It wa s 

an odJ place to be fighting the war, but yot1 1 vc got to 

rememher thi s was a hell of a confrontation, and thi s 

is where Americans first met Germans- - was in Africa. 

Wh;1t the /\frika Korps thought they want ed over thl'rl' , 

I ·suppo:H'. w:i s t ht' dom i na t ion of the ML•d it l' r r:11wa n . 
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f.: If they had held it, we couldn't have gotten into that 

~ca ~tall. It would have been a precarious place for 

the British and the American navies. So, again, it 

was the southern flank of Europe, the whole thing. I 

suppose that was their idea. I think now in hindsight, 

it would seem funny to wonder why Hitler. went t~ that 

extent to put that big an army that far away. If he 

had had Rommel and that big Afrika Korps over where he 

was, he could have done a lot of damage somewhere; but 

he had himself spread too thin, I suppose, and too far 

away. You see, their supply line was so far away that 

we began to get at his supply line, and he had to start 

shortening it. He was shortening and shortening, and 

all of a sudden he . was running, and we were still try­

ing to stop his supplies. He was trying to p,et fuel, 

Hviation fuel, and fuel for his tanks and his airplanes. 

It was coming in on submarines at night; they didn't 

dare come in in the open. They would load a submarine 

witl1 fuel an<l hrtng it up to an out-of-the-way little 

port or cove and try to pump that stuff out into trucks 

to get fuel. We really had him cornered. 

II: You hear !i,.O much, and I've read so 1Duch, about the 

prowess of the "Desert Fox" Rommel. How did you assess 

the man? 
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C: Well, I only know what I read. I knew that it was 

Romrne l we were fighting, but, of course', th;lt was just 

a word. When we saw him he was a running fox, so to 

speak. Still wily, still very capa.ble, still capahlt.' or 

clouting the hell out of you. Still had some people 

with a lot of courage, fervor, esprit de corps. They 

weren't beat by any manner of means. The German pilots 

we used to shoot down and interrogate, and we 1 i ste1w<l 

to them talk, and they still had a lot of arrogance 

and a lot of fight left in them, even the youngsters. 

Boy, they had those people indoctrinated, and they wer~ 

proud; they were proud people - -an<l professionals. Tht'Y 

thought of themselves as a group apart. Of course, the 

air force, the Luftwaffe, were the cream. But J can't 

judge. I've only read what a fox Rommel was and how he 

invented a lot of things, but I guess he was great, and 

he was a great leader, and, evidently, a fine man from 

what you read, and a dedicated man, and a good offic~1· . 

and a good tank man. You had to respect him. But we 

beat him. I don't think he had all the advantages. 

think his supply lines were too long, and I think when 

we hit him, he was on the run. We were hitting him .. 
from both. ends, which was pretty damn good strategy . 

He nearly won the day against Mont~omery over on th~ ' 
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<.'a:; tern part of the desert. But they held out and 

started to pushing and pushing. Then this invasion 

in back of him, he had to start thinking. Then they 

said, "Let's get that out of there and try to save that 

army. 0 And they didn't. They didn't save much of it. 

H: You mentioned earlier about dispersing the aircraft at 

Tclepte. Were you able to accomplish this well enough 

to avoid any damage by German aircraft? 

C: Not any damage. We avoided a lot of damage, but, no, 

they'd get us. They'd get a-couple damn near every 

raid. That would be the first thing they'd see as they 

would pop over the hill, and this is what they wanted. 

An aircraft gotten on the ground is just as good as one 

in the air, according to numbers. They would hit them 

and cripple them. There wasn't much else they could 

hit, hccausc this was just a barren kind of field. We 

didn't stack anything together. We had our fuel spread 

all over the hills in SS·gallon drums. We never piled 

them, because then a guy could hit and blow them up 

immediately, and they'd love to do that . So we just 

took them out and would have them every 10 or 12 feet 

or ~o, just ~prea<l all over the .field. Then when we 
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needed it, we'd go out and get some. Ry th<' way, the.· rt' 

is a funnier side to that. We had IOU orta111.' ~~:1~nlirw. 

and when the Germans were bre aking through and Wl'l't' com ·· 

ing through at Kasserine, we had to get out of Tt•lc•pt L' . 

We had to evacuate in a hurry and try to get evcrythin~ 

we could out before the Germans would overrun it, unc.I 

it looked like the line had broken in the hill~, and 

that they were going to break thro~gh. If t hc.•y h ro"l' 

through, they'd run right over us to the next s trc>td1 

of hills 25 or 30 miles back . So we were or<lercd out, 

and we had to get ourselves all together anJ ~et <'V<'ry ­

thing we could and get out of there. As they left, 

they said, "Don't leave any fuel, because the (;erman s 

are destitute for fuel." We said, ·"How in the worlJ 

are we going to get to it?" So the last thing we did 

as we took off, the guys would fire their guns at a 

few barrels of gasoline, but we had dispersed them so 

well that we couldn't destroy them ourselves~ TherP 

was no way we could destroy them. You'd spend days 

trying to shoot them from the air. So we just had to 

leave them, and we felt it wasn't very smart to leave 

that fuel for them, because here would come the 

Messerschmitts and they would find all this fuel that 

they needed badly. Well, ~t turned out that we were 

back in the airdrome in about 8 days . Kasser l nc diJn't 
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fall, and they didn't push through. They had come into 

our airdromc momentarily and took it over. Rut we went 

hack, and here was the fuel still up in the hills. 

They weren't able to use it, by the way. They didn't 

get it because they couldn't use 100 octane gasoline. 

It would have burned their engines up. Because of their 

lack, they had designed their engines to run on very low 

octane fuel. Probably our cars wouldn't run on that 

fuel; but because their engines were built that way, 

they could run it. But they couldn't run on the very 

high stuff, the 100 octane gasoline that we used. It 

wouldn't have been i1nnediately available to them for 

that use in their airplanes. Rut, yes, we dispersed 

everything all over the place so that you didn't give 

the attacker that target of opportunity so easily. 

You just dispersed everything, including the field. 

II: n ill you use camouflage to any extent? 

<: : w~ ~tarted to, but there wasn't anything to get under. 

So Wl' didn't use it. The only camouflage we used was, 

Wl' put clumps of the alpha ~rass on the top of our dug­

Jown huts so that they looked like the terrain, and a 

~uy coming over couldn't pick out our living quarters, 
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or our operations establishment, or anything lik~ thnt. 

We di<l that little bit. Then I did try to put thl· P ~~ls, 

as I told. you, under the olive trees to try an<l hidl· 

them. But there is just no way; h was mon' hotlwr 

than it was worth. 

H: You didn't paint the aircraft with camouflage? 

C: They already were. They were desert painted, that kind 

of pinkish-brown crap. We went over with them thc:it way. 

lt was the P-40J or F. I can't remember the I~tt~r 

designation. Anyway, we had the Packard engin<' thnt 

was a Merlin, a Rolls Royce - designed, Puckard-huilt 

engine with desert air scoops . Thi~ scoop was s peci al 

because of the dust getting in them. As fo r the Je s t•rt 

colors, actually, we felt that the Germans had lwtter 

colors. They were hard~r for us to see. They had n 

kind of darkish-green thing, and they could get helow 

us in the haze of the mountains, and they could go along 

there and you would know he was there, hut you c ouldn't 

see them. They seemed to be better at that than us. 

H: You mentioned during lunch about your affiliation witll 

the Tuskegee 99th Group . Would you Ukc t o di scuss 

that at this point? 
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C: 1 didn't know them as the Tuskegee Group at that time. 

Tlwt's what th('y arc· known as now, and I know thnt 

they went to Tuskegee, and that's where they got their 

training, but when they came to us they were the 99th 

Fighter Squadron. As Rommel was defeated and ran, and 

th~t Tunisia caApa1gn came to an end, then there was a 

hiatus there in North Africa where we were getting 

our5clves ready to make the hop across into Sicily, and 

on up the Jtalian peninsula. So there was a lull then, 

and General Cannon sent me back to start giving combat 

training and combat orientation to groups that were com­

inR in. Groups were coming from the states poorly 

trained; in fact, they were hardly trained. We felt 

that there was only one thing to do, and what we would 

do is take a commander, like me, who had had experience 

and put him right in the seat of group commander. He 

would just take over for the combat training end of the 

thin)!, and they would run themselves. But the group 

co111111a11Jc r who had com<.~ OVl~ rs ca~ with the group would 

sti 11 run his group administratively. In that way, an 

cxperi~nccd person would be put at the head of the 

group. :md he would give them a concentratP-d period of 

combat training, change their formations to the forma­

tions we were using in actual combat, lecture them on 
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tactics and what to look for, what to avoid, an<l try 

to get their attitude ready. It would take timl', Tlwn 

we would find that they would be lacking in 1-tunnt'ry, 

and we set gunnery up to sharpen their gunn<.' ry c apah i I i 

ties . We found that a lot of the pilots ui<ln't haVl' 

any aerial gunnery. They had never shot their guns 111 

the air, out of an air maneuver, and we didn't hav<.' any 

sleeves or targets to pull behind another airplane that 

could give them some aerial gunnery practice. Rut w~ 

did have a lot of pyramidal tents that we wer<•n't using. 

So, actually, we used to tow a pyramidal tent. Just 

hook on one and tow it through the air, and Jct tlw kid~ 

shoot at it. Give them something to shoot at. Kut 

tell you that to show you combat training shoul<ln't b~ 

done in the theater. You shouldn't wait and get your 

group in the theater, we kept saying. We said, ''Don't 

send us these groups that don't have any good gunnery, 

that don't know the formations. We've had to hring 

this gasoline and ammunition all the way over here froru 

the United States, for heaven ' s sake , in convoys hcing 

shot at all the way over, and it 1 s stupid to have to 

use that gasoline, after they get over, to tndn thc-m 

over here. For hcav<.'n's sak<', train thc>m h;1ck in th<' 

states." But we were caught, so we started a No rt hwl·st 
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African Training Command under General Arnold, and we 

started to teach bombardment and fighters ovC'r there. 

So we were finishing off what should have been done in 

th~ ~tates, but you can see why. We needed the units 

over there, and we needed them so fast that they were 

not yet ready, but we were sending them anyhow and 

doing the best we could. So when we got them over there, 

we put a combat guy at the head of them and let him run 

them for awhile, until he got them into a very, very 

concentrated course in combat before they went into 

combat, went on up front • 

So I had had a couple of groups that I had done that 

for, and we had a ·pretty good routine. Along came the 

99th Squadron, and they were the least experienced of 

any that you would ever want to see. Their commanding 

officer, Ben Davis, a fine, fine gentleman, later became 

G~neral Ben Davis, as you know. But their situation 

was such that their commanding officer had no more 

cxpcricnc~ than that number ~ix man back there on the 

tail end of the formation, because the training of 

ndorc.'d t>ilot~. black pilots we would say today, was 

a brand new thing. He was a brand new guy; there was 

no cufturc, really, behind them. He had not come up 
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through the old flying school . lie had not lwc.•n l i kl' I 

had been at Langley Field and started out as the t:1il-

end Charlie, the l'st man. They had not been nurturrJ 

along by guys in the squadrons who ~new the pitfall~. 

who taught you your gunnery, who talked to you in th<' 

bar, who lived with you at the bachelor officers' qtwr 

ters, if you will, and talked about aerial g11n1w r y , 

and talked about engines, and led you along so that you 

picked this up from the older guys. Then you hcl·am<' an 

older guy yourself, and then it was you r responsihi l ity 

to train younger guys . They didn't have any progn·ssio11 

of education like that, that is natural and a very 

valuable thing. They all started at once, and somehody 

taught them to fly, and checked them out in these air ­

planes, and lo and behold, here they were. Naturally, 

you know you can realize the political overtones , and 

the great anxiety of the Pres ident, I imagine, and the 

administration, to get these young American h luc ks, 

who are now P-40 fighter pilots, into combat. And we 

said, "They are the least ready of any that we've evc-r 

seen," and there they were. They landed and, hoy, thC'y 

had the best equipment you ever saw in your life. They 

were better equipped than any outfit I ever sa w ovcr­

!"'Cas . They had brou~ht better equipm~nt tlwn we Jill . 
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C: You sec, they were a special thin~, and they were being 

cared for by special thing, and in a way that was too 

bad. To my way of thinking, that was too had. But 

there we were, and there was the situation. And there 

was quite a lot of discussion about it. I remember a 

discussion in which GeneTal Doolittle had to decide and 

General Cannon had to decide about what to do with these 

fellows. I was asked by General Cannon my opinion, what 

J thought ought to be done, and ·it seemed open and shut 

to me. lt seemed so sirnple. I said, "Do with them the 

same way you do with any other kid that came over here 

in a P-40, any other American fighter pilot. Treat 

them as though they are replacements, and just put two 

of them in this experienced outfit, and put two of them 

in another experienced outfit. Send four of them to 

another experienced outfit, and let them come along just 

like we'd take any youngster, and introduce him into 

thJs combat husincss slowly, and let him get experience 

hy ~oing out with an experienced man. Let him fly wing 

with that man. Then get him out and let somebody watch 

for him. Let somebody watch his tail, and explain some 

things after he gets back on the ground." By the time 

we were throu~h over there, anybody who had heen in 

l·omhat thn~<:> or four times was an old man. You know, 

he wa~ experienced . 
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C: But I said, "For heaven's sake, introduce th(~m logh·ally 

from the ground up, so to speak, and just gl't th<'m out 

and put them right with all the rest of them. Don't 

make a special entity of them. Don't make them an 

oddity." Well, that qidn't get very far, llC•t·au~t' what 

they were, they were a speciality, and that made.· t hl'lll 

an oddity, and I don't say that unkindly. Tlwy were ;m 

odd element in the scheme of thing5. 

We were ordered to go ahead with them, and they wen• to 

enter comhat as a unit. So they said, "Well, som'hoJy 

better teach them something, 11 and the some hotly w:1s o 1 d 

big mouth! General Cannon was laughing, and 1 lrnl'W what 

was going to happen. 1 could read it as plain as day, 

and by that time, I was a creature of the environment. 

I was pretty sharp, I knew how to duck, and how to do 

various things, but I could tell one when it was coming, 

and here it came. 

And General Cannon said to me, "Cochran, what do you 

think of our problem with the 99th?" So T knew what 

was heading up, and I said, "What problem?" lie said , 

"You got it." (I aughter) I had had some forewarn i nj! 

from guys on his staff, and I knew what they were think ­

ing, and so I took them to an airdrome away from 
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C:a~ahtanca, and got us off by our~elves, as T had donc­

with the Joker Squadron, and I just took them out and 

started training them. 

I found that they were a delightful group of guys to 

he with; they were a lot of fun. I found out that they 

could fly formation beautifully. They could land an 

airplane with more expertise than any young pilots I 

ever saw. They were trained to the hilt. By the way, 

when I converted them to new formations, they caught 

on quicker than other squadrons. I noticed that. But 

they lacked aerial judgment. Physically, they could 

fly the airplane exceptionally well, but if they were 

to be criticized--and it wasn't their fault·•they didn't 

know how to use it. They were lacking in such things 

as navigation. They didn't know how to get from here 

to there properly, and especially in a tough district 

whc.•r<.• th<.'re i~n't a lot of civilization. It's easy to 

fly from Buffalo to Cleveland, because you followed 

the damn lake, you know. You get things like that. 

But you get over there on one of those desert things, 

anti get a litt]e disoriented, and there aren't any rail 

line!:' to follow; ... and there aren't any highways to follow, 

nnd t lw·n· :i rcn 't any towns to look down on and say, 
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"What's the name of that city?" So they would get lost. 

But, anyway, they went on in, und they did thcms~ l vc.•s 

proud, and I have always hoped that my time with thc.·m 

was somewhat of a help to them, of orienting them to 

combat and getting them ready, especially their attj ­

tudes. They were exceptionally eager. Man, if thc-rt• 

was a group that ever wanted to prove themsel ves, tlwy 

were it. And they would get embarrassed when utH' of 

their men would do something that any young, inexper ­

ienced pilot would do. They would s ay, "We are not 

supposed to do that; we can't afford to do that." 

Well, they were young, and they were incxperien~~d, 

and they were going to make the mistakes that young, 

inexperienced pilots made. They didn't want to ma k<.• 

those mistakes, because they had been made spec i al. 

I always kind of felt for them. l felt badly fo r 

them, because I think they would have done the i r <:au sl' , 

and proven their point, which I agreed, th~y shoulJ 

prove a point. I was all for that . I wa s all for 

them making it. 

But I think they should have done it as American 
... 

fighter ~ilots and worked up f rom the numher six posi -

tion in C Flight, up then to be flight l ea<l~r~ and 

flight commanders, and then they would have ha<l 
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somC'thing. Now, of cour!.\C', jn this last w:ir, th:at's 

what they did, and we have many, many great hlack guys, 

an<l you and I were speaking of one a little while ago, 

"Chappie" Ja11es. Every once in a while, I run into 

some of these men who now call themselves the Tuskegee 

Group, and they still have a lot of fight in them, and 

they have reason to be proud. Of course , the 99th was 

a squadron, and there weren't very many of them, and 

they were an oddball. What would you do ? Would you 

make them a squadron in a group? That was the next 

best thing to do. They became attached then later to 

a group, and they went in. T.hey had some successes, 

and they had some failures, and their inexperience did 

tell, but they got over it. Then theTe was a group, 

you know, that was later a black fighter group that 

fouj!ht in Italy~ and they came along. They distinguished 

thC'msclves quite well. 

Hut, aJ..!<d n, you look hack on it as a great experience 

anJ a time to do some good, and I think the time was 

well ~pent. It kept me out of bars. (laughter) 

H: When did you come back to the states? You were on an 

R'R or ~omethin~ for a period of . time, I was reading . 
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C: Yes. 

H: Then did you stay in the states, or did you go back to 

Africa again? 

C: No, I was then sent to Burma. 

H: Oh, it was directly over then. 

C: Yes, at the end of the Tunisian campaign in about .Junt• 

of 1943. I was not well. I was pretty h<.'(jt up. 

wasn 1 t de bi li tated or anything, but I was pr<.'t t y fat i g1w<l. 

They judged that what I had was cumulativ<.' fatigue. 

had burned myself out pretty well, and tlH• rt' w:is a rP -

quirement that General {Ear!l Spaatz wanted to do, and 

many of us that had been there that long, and h~en in 

combat that much, were bein~ sent back to get new out­

fits. At least I was to come back and get a new group, 

and then I was hoping to get a P-47 group and v,et into 

the "big war. " You see, the African war is now OV<'r. 

Now we are getting ready to start the big war out of 

England--the 11real war. " 1 was in the real war in Africa; 

that was the hottest thing at that time. That was our 

main effort. But we knew that thl' coming thin~ wa s 

Europe, and Europe was already heating up and startc<l, 
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an<l outfits had begun to go over to Europe, P-47 out­

fits. Now the logical progression was to take us 

combat-wise guys from Africa and get us up into England, 

and we would then advance in rank and in responsibility, 

and 1 wanted into the main go. i · could tell that the 

main go was going to be the thing out of Europe, and we 

all wanted into that one. I thought I had a right to 

go having served this apprenticeship down there in 

Africa, that certainly it was logical that I should move 

on up into the big show. Of course, we still had Italy 

and Sicily to take care of, and much of the new stuff 

that was coming into Africa went into that, that we who 

had been the first people, the first wave so to speak, 

in Africa, and had been used up pretty good. We felt 

that w~ should come back, and I thought that was what 

was going to happen to me, to get back to the United 

States and get a new group, and get somethin~ that was 

J!Olll)! to En)!land in P-'47s. So I didn't feel real bad 

ahout lcavinJ,t the North African Campaign, because there 

wa~ going to be a long lull, quite a long lull, to get 

r c;1Jy for thr invasion of Sicily and Italy. 

So I was being transferred home. General Cannon and 

Cencral Spaatz said, "All right, you are going home. You 

ar~ goin~ back to the states, and we've got a job for 
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you. We have got to send someone back, 3nd you nrc 

it." I said, "All right. 11 We talked about this husi1wss 

of sending untrained, or not fully trained units, into 

a combat area. The inefficiency of it, the lack of 

wisdom of it, of sending uni ts over there and using up 

very, very valuable supplies that had been srnt OVC'T at 

great cost, when you should do that hack at home. Also, 

the comhat people didn't like the type' of training tlwt 

was going on in the States and wanted to have more of 

the combat idea put into the training of a pi lot lwfor<' 

he got out of the United States--more of the actual com · 

bat training he was going to get into in whatever theater 

he went into. So we wanted to express to the training 

people in the United States, General Arnold himsC'lf was 

the target, to get more combat people training the pilots 

who were going to come out to go in combat. 

(End Side 1, Reel 3) 

C: So General Spaatz and General Cannon were anxious to gt•t 

right to the staff the idea that the training was in­

adequate, number one, and it wasn't of the proper type. 

They ought to change some of the lines that the training 

tookt and to alway~ avoid sending an untrainC'd or an 

ill - trained outfit into the theater, nnd us<.' up s11pplit>s 
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tryin~ to tTain him, and use up all that tim~, that 

it's best done in the states. They felt stron~ly about 

this, and they wanted someone to get it in directly, 

and they knew that--well, it's a fact, they probably 

aTrangod that when I would get back I would be briefed 

in the war room, and· I see you have a copy of that here. 

That I was to go back and explain this, and explain the 

reaRon s for this, and explain some of the difficulties 

that we were having in North Africa, what difficulties 

comhnt outfits were having getting their job done over 

th~re, firsthand. I remember one of the nicest things 

that ever happened to me in my life. I was coming home 

on the SS America, which was called the West Point. It 

was a troop ship that could go by itself, because it 

was fa s t enough and didn't have to zig or zag. It was 

fast e nough so that it could come through the submarine 

zones without being touched, and it was capable of 

running by itself, hccause it was fast enough. Naturally, 

I wantt•J t.o fly home, and General Cannon said, 11No, why 

don 1 t you ~o home on this thing? I got you set on this 

thing;" and be said, "It will take you 8t 10 to 12 days, 

and you can get a nice long rest." That sounded pretty 

gooJ, so 1 knew l was going to be questioned when 1 got 

~ack, and I knew they wanted me to get across our ideas 

of what the training ought to he, and how you ought to 
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train outfits before they leave, cand some:' of th<' things 

we did over there to give them concentrated traininj.1., 

how we overcame our inabilities by giving them this 

fast course of combat training, and how it was done. 

We thought that ought.to be done in the states. So 1 

thought, "Well, I'll be briefed on this.•• So wait <'<I 

until the last, and met with Gene rn 1 Cannon anti 

General Spaatz. As a matter of fact, if m<'mo ry se rv<·s 

me right, I don•t know whether both of them cam~ Jown 

to the ship or not; I know General Cannon did. 11 was 

there in the harbor at Casablanca that Spaatz said to 

me, "All right, Cochran, you' re going home, and you a ro 

going to.be questioned, and you're going to grt u chance 

to tell our story. I want you to come right out with 

it. You tell them what we are going through over h~rc, 

and you give it to them as straight as you can giv~ it 

to them." I said, "All right, sir, t will." I waited 

and waited, and I said, 0 Now,what is it exa<:tly t1rnt 

you want me to get across?" He said, ''Well, heJI. ltm 

not going to tell you. You've lived it! I'm not going 

to tell you what to say, you get over there and say it!u 

Then it dawned on me what he wanted me to do, and what 

they wanted me to do. I took it very seriously, because 

I felt that, boy. if they have ROt that kind of tru s t 

in me, I'd better pay off, anJ I'd better, hy {;oJ, giv<' 
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it straight from the shoulder and get the message across 

in no uncertain terms or I wouldn't be fulfilling their 

trust in me. As I say, it was one of the nicest things 

that ever happened to me, because here was the commandjn,:t 

general of the whole caboodle over there saying, "I'm 

not going to tell you what to say, you just get over 

there and tell them. Tell them the way you lived it, 

and the way you knew it." 

So 1 was assigned an officer to go with me. That was 

.Jimmy Sheehan, the writer. He was an intelligence offi­

cer- -.James Sheehan. He wrote Not Peace But a Sword, 

and that sort of thing. He was an Air Force intelligence 

officer, and he kind of shepherded me into the Pentagon. 

Roy, before 1 knew it, there 1 was in the war room, and 

I knew that I had General Spaatz and General Cannon 

lookinJ? over my shoulder. So I said, "I'd better tell 

thc-m how it is," and I let them have it. I remember 

he.~ in~ <tll i t (." nervous at the beginning of this thing. 

Thi~ wa~ l(U.i te an experience. Herc I was in the war 

room of the Air Corps, and here was the whole staff 

sittin~ there plus many , many more. The room was full. 

It was j31t\111C<l full. I wa~ to speak nay piece. 
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C: By the way, there is another wonuerful American thin~ . 

Here I am a guy, a youngster--you know, l was 33 y~ars 

old--fresh out of the combat zone, and here ar<' thl' s t· 

people in the Air Force that just said, "Get up thc.'rc 

and go." They didn't know what T was going to say , 

they didn't know how I wa~ going to ~ay it. :and 1 h<>y 

didn't know whether l could do it or not . Hut Spaatz. 

had set it up, and he said, "You'd bett<'r 1 istcn to 

what we have got to say from over here, and thi ~ guy 

is going to say it." That was the beauty of that Air 

Force; that's how it got along so well. There wus no 

great protocol, nothing. There I was, s tood up th<'rP, 

and the man said, "Talk." 

At fir~ t, I was quite nervous . l wa~ s0 nervou s thn1 

I told them, "Please don 1 t be nervous be (: a use 1 'm 

nervous. I'll get oveT this. Don't feel ha<lly for mP. 11 

I could see them sitting there looking. J was s haking. 

I said, ''1'11 get over thi s in a few seconds. Don 1 t hC' 

embarrassed for me." (laughter) But I had to do some> -

thing to get myself into it. Finally, . ] got goin~. and 

I was allowed to say exactly what l felt . Th ey qu~ s tioned 

me, and -l was allowed to give an s wers . I knew tha t 1 

was jus t as free to say anyth inR I want ed to. 1 ima~·. i nt• 

a lClt of it wa~ mayhC' quite narrow. When you J!<' t in a 
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c~mhnt zone and you get in your own situation, especially 

i r you nrc a person like me, you get cnthusC'll on one 

subject. You get rather narTow. I didn't know an awful 

lot about the big picture, so to speak, at that time. I 

on1y knew my own little area, but I wanted to say it, and 

they wanted to .listen. Some good came out of it. I know 

it <lid . 1 know that I didn't make myself terribly popu-

Jar criticizing the P-39, but I explained why we didn't 

think it was an airplane for that area and why we didn't 

think it was a good airplane. The man who backed the 

P-39 and got it going was in the room, and he was a pro-

n1 rcmC'nt J! uy . 1 f or!!ct his name; he was a general• and 

he was just about as close to me as the other ones. J 

knPw that he was the procurement guy, the top procurement 

guy in the Air Force, and I saw him sit up pretty stiffly 

when J said that we didn't consider the P-39 a capable 

airplane, that it was a little bit miscast. I didn't 

r<•ar :-;ayin!! that, hccausc T h11J already said it to 

(;l'IH' ra I lloo Ii tt 1 c, and General Cannon knew how we felt 

ahout it . So that was one of the things I had to come 

up with. Tt was a difficult role, but it was one that, 

hy golly, 1 had to do. 

So then one of the things I had told them was how we 

did it in the training command over theTe, how we took 
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a combat person who had experience and put him right in 

the top seat of any group and let him run it for awhile. 

That was the quickest way to indoctrinate new pilots 

and to get them into the combat idea, and to nt lrast 

let them hear some experiences so they could adju~t 

themselves to fiTst entering into comhat an\i get tht•m 

over the new period. Then they begin to pi(·k up idt•as 

on their own. 

So we said that one of the best ways if we were having 

trouble training here in the United States, we felt 

that rather than build great big schools to comhat train 

like they were doing down in Florida, pull some guys who 

now had experience. We had experience in China, we had 

experience in Africa, and we were beginn.in~ to develop a 

group of combat leaders who could teach, and I said, 

"I'll give you some examples: Grab Johnny Ali~on out of 

China. Grab "Tex" Hill who was in the AVG and is now in 

the Air Force over there. Grab [Huber~7 Zemke out of 

Europe. Grab Art Salisbury who went through the whole 

campaign over in the eastern desert. Grab al 1 of tho~<' 

guys, and the best use you can make of them is to hrin~ 

them bnck here and let them try to trans fusc-, j f you 

will, their experiences to all these new ~roups that 

are going out. One month with a guy like that, livin~ 
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-
with them, is a heck of a lot better than people trying 

to trnin out of a book or a manual that has never seen 

combat. You've got a difficulty if you got a man up 

teaching combat that has never been in combat. But _you 

have to do it. However, if you get a guy who has been 

in combat and comes home and s tarts teachin~ it, those 

kids are going to listen and they'll learn so much 

fa~ter." So I said. "Now this is what we designed for 

training in Africa. This is what General Cannon had us 

doing in the training command that we set up over there, 

and that's what General Spaatz approved of and it worked 

very well. We think you ought to do it here." I said, 

"1 could nallle you 25 guys that will do you more good if 

you make sure a group never leaves this United States 

without fjr~t heing trained by one of these )!Uy~." We 

were ~taRing an awful lot of groups at that time. They 

were all over the country. There were probably 20 to-25 

)!roup~ gettin~ ready to go but had never even seen a 

pcr!'>on that had been in combat. 

So wr s ai<l, "Put one of those RUY.S in there, and it will 

do some ~ood. lie wi 11 ~harpen them up." They .said, 

"That'~ a good idea . " So after a short leave, where I 

hatl to ~o home antl hide (laughte r), the bond drive 

r~oplc were after me, and General Arnold was trying to 
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hide me, or helping me hide. I went home and got n 

cottage out on the lake, and I just wanted to rC'st. 

was to have some rest. Well, I never got it, because 

they found out wheTe l was, the newspapC'T S di ti. By th i" 

time, I had gained too much notoriety, and h~tween that 

and the comic strip thing, it was getting to he a hur<lrn, 

and I didn't want to be in the hero business . wantc-J 

rest, and then I wanted back into Bngland. So got an 

opportunity to find my way into England. I was sent 

back to the First AiT Force at Mitchel with my idC"a on 

how to train these groups that were staging, hl•caus<' 

they had about five groups staging. They had them up 

in Connecticut, and they had them in Rhode lsland, and 

they had them down in Pennsylvania, and I believe in 

Maryland. I went into the First Air Force, and they 

said, "Okay, go. You've got carte blanche." I think J 

went to Rhode Island first, and I went with that group, 

and I just lived there with those kids. I was the first 

person that they had ever seen or talked to that had 

ever been in combat, and here they were P-47 guys, and 

they were getting ready to go. 

I found that they had great misconception~ ahout their 

airplane, and I found out that they were doing a lot of 

peculiar things, and they had gotten attitudes that 
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.. 
didn't make and didn't jell, and I had a fine time of 

just sitting with those guys. I got to know their wiv~$; 

th~y were there. I drank beer with them at night. 

just lived right with them, and I just kept talking to 

them and talking to them, and then going up with them, 

taking them up one at ·a time, two at a time, and making 

them fight each other, and fight the winner, and that 

sort of thing. The old way, hand~to-hand, take the kid's 

hand, tell him what he's doing wrong, and tell him if he 

ever does that in combat he won't last one day. He won't 

l a st half a mission if he gets that way. Just get them 

goin~ and get them going, and the kids would eat it up. 

They just were so anxious to learn something, and eager 

to ~o, and eager to fight, and wanted to know. I wanted 

to t~ll them I could feel their eagerness, and I wanted 

it to pay off. 

So l had that job. Then I went down to Philadelphia . 

Now, these were P-47s . Jn Philadelphia, I took over 

anotlwr group thC?rc , started work with them . Then I 

wc.·nt hack to the Commanding Officer of the Air Force . 

l said, "General, there's a misconception in all of 

thc!'c gronJlS. I hc3r it hack from EnJ!land that the 

P-47 will only fight at high altitude. These kids are 

being told, and believe, that they won't ever fight 
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down near the ground, or they won't fight below 12,000 

feet, because they've got that wonderful super<..·lrnrg<'r. 

and that their airp1ane isn't Tcally a J?OOd <:omhi.lt air ­

plane." I said, "Now, I'm changin~ their i<le~s. Tht'S(' 

kids have never taken any aerial combat with each otlwr. 

They're not making turns. They're not <loing it ri,~ht; 

they're not turning tight. They're not learning the 

maneuvers of defense and offense," and I said, "Jt's 

hard for me to tell them that they are wrong about their 

airplane. It's hard for me to tell the Air 1:orcf' and 

you, if you've got a misconception about the :lirpl:rnt'. 

But T know that General LWi 11 i a!!!7 Kepnc r has got t <'n hack 

the word that the P-47 is not going to be ust"d on thP 

ground." I said, "General, any airplan(' with eight 

SO-caliber guns in it is going to he ust"d on t IH' ~~round, 

and I find that the kids tell me that because the nose 

is so round and so big, that this airplane can't be 

used on the ground. 11 1 said, "That is bad. and l've­

given these kids their first ground gunnery. You've 

got five or six groups spread up and down this Air ForcP 

of yours where the guys have never shot their guns at 

the ground. I think this is wrong. 11 I said, "Tht• 

t rouh 1 e i ~ 1 can 1 t prove it , because I ha V<'n 't tlon(~ i t • 

But havinJ,? fought a P-40, I know what this P ~ 4 7 can IH' 

used for, and it's going to he used in aC'Tial eomhat 
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from ground up, you wait and see. It will be used on 

the ground; it will be used in a ground support func­

tion. So let me go to Europe. I know General Kepner, 

he used to be my old commander. I know General /Francis 

11.7 Griswold, who coMes from Erie, Pennsylvania; he is 

the operations officer of that P-47 outfit you got over 

there. I know Zemke, who is commanding it, because he 

was in my class; and Hubert Zemke is a hell of a good 

friend of mind." I said, "Hub will take me right into 

his outfit, let me get in there, and study with those 

guys." This is when the P-47 and the American forces 

weTc bein~ introduced into the air war over there. I 

said, "Let me into Europe, and I can learn it. Then I 

c:rn come hack here and really train these people." He 

s:iid, "Okay, you ~ot a job." I had that orde r. Now, 

you can see how I worked my way around to get into the 

hi~ ~how into England. I was dying to get over there 

with lluh Zemke, Butch Griswold, and General Kepner who 

ha<l been my group commander at Langley, and they had 

the job . They had the job, the big one, and that's 

whc re I wanted. I wanted that show. So now 1 was 

~cttJng a chance to go over there, and I was all set. 

T wo~ going.to go to England, work wi~h that outfit, 

learn st~atcgy, learn formation~, figure out what we 

were ~oin~ to have to do in Europe, and come back 
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here then, by Godt and teach jt. Well, I got disrupted . 

because I got a telegram to report to the Chief of the 

Air Force's office in Washington, DC. l thought, "My 

God, now what have I done?" (laughter) I didn't know 

what I had done. I didn't know what I was getting into . 

I was brought down and that was when I first heard that 

they were looking for a colllmandcr to build an outfit and 

take it to Burma. If ever I was g~ing to shoot myself , 

it was then, because I just couldn't see it. I just 

couldn't stomach it. I rebelled so strongly against 

that thing, I probably made a damn fool of myse 1 f, hut 

I no more wanted to go to Burma than anything. I ju~t 

couldn't accept the idea at all. I told General Hoyt 

Vandenberg who was the one who had sent for me. General 

Vandenberg was then General Arnold's Chief of Staff, 

and General Vandenberg, you see, had been in Af rica. He 

was Jimmy Doolittle's Chief of Staff. Doolittle had 

the Twelfth, and then General Cannon was under them, 

and I was down in the group. It was that outfit that 

I was in over in Africa and had been doing the combat 

in. Of course, I had met them all. As a matter of 

fact, at one time General Doolittle had decorated me, 

put one of the decorations on, I forget which one, in 

his . office. I think it was when I was promot~d to 

1 icutcnant colonel. Anyway, 1 was in Algiers preparing 
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this training program that we were going to go into 

then after I had come out from combat. I went and 

reported to General Doolittle's headquarters in Algiers, 

and they were outlining what they wanted done, and why 

I wns going back to Casablanca. There weren't any 

lieutenant colonel leaves anywhere, of course. You 

didn't have supplies like that. There were no PXs in 

North Africa yet, and although I had been promoted, I 

was still wearing the major's leaves, which didn't make 

much difference. But Doolittle happened to have an old 

pair of his and he gave them to me. So that was kind 

of fun. Then they weTe aware ·Of my combat experience, 

and when the requirement came up for the type of guy 

that General Arnold said he wanted to send to Burma to 

support Wingate and to support the effort in taking 

back Burma, Vandenberg lit on my name right away and 

said, "Get him in." The deal was that they were to 

hrin)! in five ~Uy$. General Arnold ~et the requirements, 

and said, "Th.is is the kind of guy we want, and anybody 

in the staff that knows anyone, get around anJ bring in 

~omo ~uys, and 1•11 pick the man. You weed them out, 

nnd bring in five candidates." That was why I was called 

down; I was one of the candidates. I screamed like a 

stuck hog right off the bat when I heard what they had 

in mind. GeneTal Vandenberg briefed me, and I said, 

143 



COCllRAN 

"Why are you doing this to me?" He said, "We 11, this 

is a marvelous opportunity for you, and you arc just 

the guy. As a matter of fact, I've recommended you to 

General Arnold, but he's going to choose." nut h<' s:1 i J, 

u1 think that's what you should do. You fit exactly 

what has to be done over there. They need sCJmc hody that 

has a lot of innovative ideas and al 1 that sort or 1 hi n~: , 

and you popped into my head." He said, "It's going to 

be up to General Arnold. 0 I said, "Can't you get me out 

of it?" Then I told him the job I had. I said, "Genera 1 , 

I got a shot, and I'm going to England." I told him what 

I felt about the P-47, and I thought theTe were miscon -

ceptions. I wanted to go over and prove it, and T said, 

"Gee, I got the orders, and I'm ready to go." lit· i;aid, 

"Well, I got orders, too, and I have to do what 1 h~ve 

to do, and you've got to talk to General Arnold . " 

said, "All right, I '11 talk to him, but I '11 get out of 

it." I said, "You don't mind if I get out of it, do 

you?" He said, "No, I don't blame you." So l figured, 

what the hell, I can get out of anything. So I wa~ set 

up to go before General Arnold, which I did, and he 

started to talk to me. Before we got very far, I told 

him I wanted no part of it. He kind of had a ·~hcre-do ­

you-come~off-tellin~-me-what-to-do0 attitude, hut l 

wasn•t crass and I knew my place. But 1 also knew how 

144 

• 



• 

• 

• 

COCHRAN 

. . 
to speak my piece and get across to him what I wanted 

lo do. I knl'W tlrnt he haJ heard my war room speech, 

~nJ question-and-answer thing, and 1 knew he knew what 

1 had done. I knew that I dared say some things right 

flat out, and there again is one of those wonderful 

things about the American way. Here was General Arnold, 

the chief of the whole doggone thing, and as far as I 

was concerned, he was right next to God. Because, 

my goodness, General Hap Arnold was the grandest thing 

that ever came along, and the rankingest person I 

ever would get to see. But I knew from his reputation, 

~nJ 1 knew from the way he spoke, that it was perfectly 

:111 right for me to speak my mind. 1 thought this was 

my la~t-ditch chance, so I told him I didn't want to go. 

I didn't want to be a candidate for the job, and I was 

sure there were other people who would want this thing 

and would do a better job because they wanted it. I 

~:till. "I don't want any part of it," and he said, "Well, 

you've got 10 tell me some reasons why since you're 

~t:rnJing there like that." He said, "Where do you come 

off telling me all this sort of thing?" I said, "Well, 

fl•cl that I just wouldn't be doing· th<' right thing if 

didn't.come out with it." He said, .. All right, you 

come out with it." So I said, "General, I have been in 

Africa, as you know. I worked hard, and I studied hard . 
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C: I believe that right now I have 111ore combat expC'ricncc 

than any fighter pilot in your Air Force. I'm going 

to be brash enough to tell you that J think 1 know 

more about the practical side of fighter aviation than 

anybody in the Air Force. I've done it the hard way , 

and it's an attribute to the Air Force, and here you 

are sending me over to an alley fight"--1 think this i s 

the word I used--"some doggone offs~oot., sidc-allPy 

fight over in some jungle in Burma that doesn't mean a 

damn thing. The big show is in England, and I've got 

this job ready to go over there, and J think 1 c nn con­

tribute a hell of a lot more with what 1 know and have 

been studying for 7 years." I said, "I want to do it. 

and I want to fulfill it, because 1 think it's my d~st i ny, 

and I think it's my life." I was at the point t hen, you 

know, like in the movies where you reach up and to3r off 

your insignia and slam it, that old hit. I was getting 

a little out of hand. I think 1 got a little far out, 

because he got a little irked with me. He said, "I don't 

know what kind of an Air Force office I'm running here when 

guys come in and tell me that they are .not going to do 

something." I said, 11No." He said, "T underst and." 

But I said, "I have to get it out . You would th i nk 

less of me if I didn't tell you exactly howl f pcl. I'm 

a fighter pilot from start to finish, an<l 1 want to 
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.. 
continue. I think I ought to be allowed to, because 

I think it's in the hest intcrest.u He said he would 

decide, and all that kind of thing, in a kindly way. 

He said, "That•s enough for now. I'll see you later." 

J said, "By the way, there's one guy that I have 

learned about.· I'm not supposed to know who the other 

five are, but I ran into a guy in the Pentagon yesterday 

and I know he is here for the same thing. That's the 

guy you ought to take, he is a grand person and that•s 

. .Johnny Alison." Here Johnny Alison is my best friend, 

and I •m pu~hing it on him. (laughter) I said, "Johnny 

A 1 i son b; from that area. He was in China. lie is that 

area-oriented, he is a fine guy, and he will do the 

job." General Arnold said, "You get out of here." 

So I got out. I didn't say anything to Johnny, but I 

~aw him afterward. I was there the next day when he 

l':1t11<..' out. WE:' walked down the hall together, and he 

w~s ~~ close to crying as any tough little fighter 

pilot I ever saw in my life. He was just terribly dis­

t'ottrag<'u, and he had refu~ed it, too. But he was afraid 

that he was going to get it. J told him that I told 

Arnold to give it to him. (laughter) I said, "Well, 

we are in the same hoat.u I said, "Johnny, I'm not goin$ 

to ~o. I don't give a damn what he thinks is necessary, 
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~oddamnit, I'm not going to go. I don't care whnt the 

hell happens to me." We were down; and he was so down, 

and he was so mad. I went back to General Vandenh~ q~ . 
• 

I said, "Jesus, this is an injustice, Gcncral. 11 

tried to get him to intercede. Oh, I was pulling all 

that stuff, and Van said, "Hey, you guys, you smart ­

asses, do you think Arnold is j.tOing to pick you'! lit• 

probably doesn't want any part of you. 0 l said, "Oh 

God, I hope so. I hope he hates me. I hope he' gets so 

mad, he banishes me to Europe." He said, "Well, he's 

got three or four other guys to talk to." So 1 sai<l, 

"Oh boy, it will be one of them. It wi 11 be g re-at! 11 

I knew one other guy, and there were three of us, and 

one guy was Charlie Bond. He had been with the American 

Volunteer Group, the AVG. That was the Flying Tigers. 

Well, we waited on pins and needles. I knew I had gon~ 

as far as I dared go. I did my job, and the next thing 

was just absolute mutiny, for heaven's sake. 

So I was called in. They said, "General Arnold want~ 

to see you again." I went in that room, and he was 

sitting there, boy, and he was as stern as h~ll. 

thought, "Oh hoy, you don't monkey with thi~ man any-

more. tf lie stood up from that chair hchin<l t h:tt dPSK, 

and he looked at me, and he said, "Well, l made my 
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dee is1on, and you are going." All right, that was the 

time to ~ how what' s in you. I just looked at him, and 

I s:i ill, "Ok:1y, where and when?" lie.• stopped, an<l he.' 

started to laugh, and he said, "Now, that's better .. " 

I told him later, "Boy, you don't know how close you 

came to a movie scene where guys are resigning and tell­

ing you everything." But he said, "You are going." I 

sctid, "Okay, where and when?" He said, "That will come 

later . I want to get that other monkey in here." I 

s:1i<l, "Who?" He said, "That Alison is going with you . " 

(laughter) So that's how we got assigned to the 1st 

f\ir l.ommando Task Poree. The 1st Air Commando Task 

Fon·<' was to be des igned by us to support th<' long-range 

penetration efforts of one General [Orde C.] Wingate. 

Wingate was the great eccentric British soldier, the 

J.!l'llc>ra I who had di st ingui shed himself many places and 

had led raids into Burma the year before, and he had 

(lC's i !!lll'cl this form of invasion cal led long-range 

pl·m· t rat ion. lie woul<l l'ffl•ct long-range foray~ into 

l'1t<.·my territory by using mules and letting the jungle 

hi<l~ l1im. He was using mules as transport and the 

jun~lc as his protec tion, an<l they would get in and di s ­

rupt the enemy and take over whole territories . He 

callC'd it "long-range penetration." He felt that if 

he lrnd some air support, it would make him more 
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effective. So we were told by General Arnold to start 

studying General Wingate--try to find out all we ~ou1<l 

about him, what he stood for, what his ideas w~r~. whut 

he planned to do, and how we were going to support him. 

Now, the original idea was support with li~ht airplanc~s, 

beC"ause Wingate had h rought this up with Chu rdli I I • 

General Arnold, and Lord Louis Mountbatten at the Quehec 

meeting between Roosevelt and Churchill. At that me~t­

ing, the plan to take back Burma was agreed upon. Lord 

Mountbatten was there, and he was to go on out there and 

be in charge, and General Arnold promised him air support 

for Wingate's forces, because they flew him in to the 

meeting, and Churchill introduced him and said, "We :ire 

going to take back Burma, and here is the man. Wi HJ.!cltC' 

is going to do it." So General Arnold and Lord Louis 

had gotten together, and Arnold said, "Now, how can 1 

help?" Wingate said, "Well, if you could pull out my 

wounded. When we get on one of these things and I get 

a man wounded, we can't carry him because he becomes a 

burden. We have to prop him up against a tree and give 

him a gun or let h~m stay there and giv~ him money and 

stuff, hoping that the native~ would take care or him . 

But our attrition rate is terrible. When a m..in ~ct~ 

wounded, his chances with this kind of warfare aren't 
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v~ry great. That's one of the drawbacks of commanding 

this kind of a thing, and making it successful, be­

cause soon you can't get replacements and you can't get 

your wounded out." So he said, "Is there any way light 

airplanes could do that?" He thought there were enough 

clearings in the jungle that they could make, or find, 
• 

that they could get their wounded out. Arnold said, 

"AJl right, we'll do that. We'll study that." So that's 

how the idea got started. The commando name got started 

hecnuse Lord Louis had been the chief of the commandos 

in Rn~land, who used to make the raids over on the coast 

and that sort of thing. The tough guerrilla-type people 

who were trained for very, very rough duty. Quick strikes 

in nnd out, and that sort of thing. He called that 

"commando work," and General Arnold transferred that word 

in kinJ of deference to Lord Louis, that these were to be 

"air commandos." That would be the name of the effort, 

~n<l it wa~ hi1?hly secret. This was the thing we were 

:1 s:; j ~ncd. We said, .,Well, what does the guy do?" Then 

they explained some of the long-range penetration to us, 

from what they understood of it, and so we started to 

think. So about 2 days later, I said, "Well, somebody's 

~ot to f!O and talk to that nut." We had all been told 

that he w:is quite eccentric and that he wa~ a very 

f C' rvcnt f c 11 ow and quite a charaC"ter. So, I said. "The 
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best way we can learn about what he plans to Jo is to go 

and talk to him." So it was decided th;1t wotdd hav e 

to go, because Johnny was getting married. So I s aid, 

"All right, I'll go to Europe." So l we nt ovt•r, and 

talked to Wingate. I reported to Lord l.ou i:.;. '"a " 

told to do that, and then I got with Wing:it<.'. /\ s Wl' 

often say, we took an immediate dis Ii ke to t•al"11 ot IH· r 

on first impression. I saw a very intense, oplnionJt('<.I 

guy that I could hardly understand, because h(' was s o 

British and he talked so fast. 1 always suy, "If tlll're 

is anyone I hate, it's another opinionatc<l p(•r son." 

took a dis 1 i k e to him at first . Hi s i d ca s , t ha t f i rs t 

brush, seemed to be a little wild and rntlwr hoyi :->h, 

amateur, if you will, and 1 founJ out that h<.· knew a 

little bit about airplanes and tried to in<li~:itc that 

he knew quite a bit. Of course, that didn't Ju any­

thing for my professional pride, but I picked up some 

valuable information in talking to him, and tnJ~ing anJ 

talking. I asked him over and over again how he thought 

we could help him and what he did when he got out there. 

Why would h~ do all these long~rangc penetration things'? 

Then I began to realize that what he was doing 011 th<.' 

g r o u n <l w a s w I w t w c l1 i <.! i n t h c a i r , :i n d h ow w <' v n · t o n · d 

a ire raft, and how we :H'nt them out and f o 11 OW('d t hC'm 

and brought them back. lie was trying to do this 011 thl· 
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ground; and this is just about all he was doing. He 

had this fancy name for it. He would send out a 

column of 700 or 1,000 men with their mules and their 

guns that they were capable of carrying, their amrnuni-

t ion, the whole self-contained unit, and it would go out 

into the jungles for months. They would end up a couple 

100 miles away; it would take them so long to go through 

the jungle. But then they'd get to their objective, and 

they'd blow a bridge, or they would set up roadblocks, 

anJ they'd command an area, and the Japs would come in 

and try to get them out and that sort of thing. They'd 

disappear then back into the jungle. Then they would 

radio hack for air drops and that sort of thing. It 

seemed rather simple to me. I met a couple of guys that 

wen· going to be with him and had been with him in his 

former campaigns, and I got a pretty good working knowl­

edRe about what he did and what was going to be requireJ, 

and how wc could help him. I also spent some rather 

valuahJe time with Lord Louis. He and I hit it off 

immC'diatcly as good friends, I think. We arc still 

gooll · friC'n<l!->, and wc took to each other. He was very, 

very appreciative, and he showed his appreciation of 

what c;cncral Arnold had done, fulfilled, on what he 
~ 

~aid h<'. would <lo. lie was so pleased with General 

Arnold's willingness to help, especially to help him . 
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C: It kind of rubbed off on me. He was so pleased that 

we were going forward with this thing, and th~re 1 

was. I was the embodiment of what was going to ~o 

forward and the fulfillment of their plannin~. 

suppose I was a symbol.to him, but he treated me just 

grandly. I stayed at his house, and he ju~t couldn't 

have been kinder. 

Then I came back, and I got stalled in Iceland. 

think I was in Iceland or Greenland, I can't rememher 

where, but the weather was so bad that everyhody was 

stalled. The trans-Atlantic airplanes that w~r~ going 

back and forth were all jammed up there . wns in a 

club or something--a big, hig room there just waiting - · 

and I heard there was to be a briefing. I sa i <l , "What 's 

the briefing about?" They said, 11Well, General Arnold 

is on the base. He is hung up, and he is coming from 

England." I said, "He has been in England?" They 

said, "Yes . " I had only seen him maybe 5 OT 6 <lays 

before when he assigned me this job. So J said, 11 Jl 1 

go to the briefing." They said, "We are going to bri{"f 

the General about what's going on up here ... l said, 

''Fim.~. I got nothing cJs<.' to do, I'll listen to it." 

Rt• r.nt Bal d1cn, c.Jo you reniembc.• r that n:im<:' '? lie.• was to 

give the briefing. He was the grand old guy nf the 
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Arctic, you know. So I went in there and was sitting 

there, and T saw General Arnold across the room. I 

had nothing to talk with him about, and he had a lot 

of people around him. He kept looking over at me. I 

thought, "He's looking at me and thinking it can't be," 

you know. He kept looking across the room. Finally, 

he sent an officer over who said, "General Arnold want~ 

you to come over." I said, "All right." I went over, 

he looked at me, and he said, ·~ochran, what are you 

doinR here?" I said, "Well, General, I'm in the same 

hoat you're in; I'm stuck. We had to learn something 

ahout what Wingate does, and ~he quickest way for me 

to know what that man is thinking about and what he i~ 

planning, somebody has got to talk to the guy before 

we do a lot of planning that is no good, and before he 

~~ts a lot of grandiose ideas of what we are going to 

have. So I went over and saw him.'' He said, "You have 

h<.•<.•n to England?" I said, "Yes sir, I was in England. 

I h•ft a day or so after you assigned me." He said, 

"That • 5 great. That 1 s fine. It• s al 1 right. You• re 

stuck here, huh?" He said, ''l was in England, too. 11 

I said, ''Yes, 1 went over.'' He said 1 "It• s too bad 

you didn't get to see Mountbatten. I would have wanted 

you to sec him, but he is in the hospital." I $aid, 

"Yt·s, General, I know; I took him." He said, "What do 
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you mean you took him?" 1 sai.d, "I was staying ;it his 

house, and you know what•~ wrong with him, don't you'!" 

He said, "No, I just know he is in the hospitaJ ." 

said, "When he was playing polo one tim~. h~ hurt his 

hand right in here, arid these cords arc start inJ~ to 

shorten on him and he can •t straighten up thl'Sl' f ing<•rs. 

They cut in there to let it out. lt's nothinA very 

serious, but he had to go in the hospital and hav~ it 

done. So I took him down to the hospital." II~ ~aid, 

"What do you mean you took him?" I said, "II<• hall to go 

to the hospital, and I had been staying at h ·is hou ~<· • 

and he said, 'Cochran, you will need a car whit<~ you 

are here~' so I took him to the hospital in his rar. 

He let me have his car for the rest of the time 1 was 

there." Arnold looked at me; he said, "Okay," and 

laughed. He said, "You•11 do," or something like that, 

you know. So he said, "You need a ride?" l ~a id, "No, 

I got the next ride out. I'm gone." l wa~ giving him 

the idea, "I don't want to be stuck with you; you'll 

take forever." So I got on and got away, and that's 

how we got started on the idea of building this Task 

Force. 

(E.nd Side 2, Reel 3) 
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C: After talking to Wingate and to Lord Louis Mountbatten, 

I began to form a different concept of how this effort 

would be supported by air capability. I came home and 

talked it over with Johnny Alison, and we began to form 

some ideas of how best an air capability could be used 

in this long-range penetration-type of fighting, jungle 

combat, jungle warfare, if you will. As we studied it 

moTc and more, our natures came to the fore; we began 

to want to support him with combat action. We said that 

he not only needed to get his wounded out but that when 

h~ got in place, they could point out targets on the 

~round. He could use ground-air support; he could use 

hombardment; he could use fighters; he could have a lot 

of direct military action brought to bear after he got 

into an area. 

So we began to expand on Wingate's plans. The more we 

tl1ought of it, the more we built and built. Then we 

figt1rcd that we could turn this thing around and make 

it partially a doggone good air combat effort and really 

lie of ~rent assistance to the~r ground troops. We could 

h~ thc1r artillery, we could be their supply, and we 

could he taeir air comhat forces. So, really unconsciously, 

what we wcr~ <loin~ was buildin~ a whole small region of 

warfar~ wh~re we had ground troops, artillery, infantry, 
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air-ground support, fighter support, and bomhardment 

support, plus finding a way to fly them into th~ir 

area and get them in rather than have them spend months 

on the ground walking. The bare hones of those i <lC'as 

started to form in our minds as we were building this 

thing. Every time we thought of a new thing, we'd kick 

it around and say, "Why don't we learn about that tl·Ch­

nique and see what it's about." Both of ui:;, from 

~eparate experiences, ran on to the idea of ~liders. 

So then we went to the people in the Pentagon who were 

glider men, and who were pushing glid~rs, an<l said, 

"Now, what can you do in this situation?" Then w~ lw~;rn 

to learn that you towed gliders with aircraft, and they 

could cut loose and land in outlandish places. ·rhat 

intrigued us. Then we learned that there was such a 

thing in the Air Force as a reel that you could put in 

an airplane that would give the plane the capahili.ty to 

snatch a glider off the ground by flying over it and 

grabbing on to it and pulling it into the air. 

We just searched out all these things and read thC'm into 

our plan. And as we built and bui 1 t, our plans became! ... 
more and more complicated and grandiose. So we, in a 

laughing kind of way or in a half .. serious kind of way y 

said, "What we will do is design this thing. It wi 11 
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be so big and so ambitious that General Arnold will get 

ma<l un<l kick us out. Then we won't have to go." We 

kept building and building, and although we were kind 

of half kidding, we were serious about what we were 

doing. We had to figure what aircraft we wanted, what 

we wanted them · for, how many pilots we needed, how many 

mechanics we needed, and how much ammunition you needed, 

becau~e there wasn't any animal like this in the Air 

Force zoo. We were inventing a new one. There was no 

precedent . This is an air commando task force that is 

~oin~ to support ground jungle troops who penetrate 

behind enemy lines, and there just wasntt anything on 

the books that was anything like us, and also it was 

very secret . None of this was let out at all. 

We we re called Project Nine, and nobody really knew 

what we were doing. I think they could have guessed 

when we started OTdering jungl~ ~hoes and that sort 

of thing. But, anyway, it was Project 9, and the 

one was supposed to know other than the staff, John, 

an<l myself, exactly what we were up to. None of our 

people knew exactly where we were going. They could 

)!ut's s it was going to be warm, and that's about all . 
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C: We had to plan on supplying ourselves. Wt• wen• tu ht• 

superimposed as a task force on a n al ready hcl c•ag1wrt' u 

region, being China, Burma, Indio.. They didn't lwvc.• 

any supplies; they were destitute out there. The hig 

effort was going on in Africa and Europe, and t ht• y we rl' 

not getting all the things they needed. Then this ta s k 

force was to he superimposed on that, and it wa s rt•a Ii :.i. t•d 

by the Air Force and by General J\ r nold' s ~taff that we 

couldn't go out and just be sent to them, and s ay, 

"Take care of them. 11 So we had to plan to t~1kt• mu~h or 

our own supplies. We even took, for in s tance, our own 

cigarettes and our own powdered mi lk. Different fH~oplc 

advised us about what we ought to have a nd what should be 

sent, and then they got into a problem of the hottoms 

[aircraft carriers] to carry it over th ere on, hcc:iu sC' 

they were al 1 ful 1. They dee ided to Ji s ma nt 1 c our ai r­

craf t, rebuild them, crate them, deck - load them, and th~• t 

sort of thing. They were all good sized probl ems that we 

were helped with hy logistic s and staff peopl e at thC' 

Pentagon. But, in the meantime, we wcr<.' des j gn i ng 

our own equipment, e ven down to what kind of radios, 

what radio nets we would need, how many opcr~tors, an<l 

so forth. We were given the right to ask for any guy 

we knew in the world that would fulfill :i joh that we 

ncc<lcd. For instance, we needed a top Signal Corps guy, 
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or top guy that knew aircraft radio and ground radio, 

nn<l knew how to set up base stations, and could ~et up 

a whole network, because, you see, the British had 

nothing of that sort. 

They were going into Burma. They were rather primi-

t i vc ground people, and we would need rather elaborate 

radio communications setups, so we would have to 

take our own. There weren't any over in that theater. 

So we had to design the system, and we decided how 

mnny. So we were allowed to bring in from anywhere-­

if we knew that man's name, we'd send for him. We 

kn~w them through our time in the Air Force. We'd say, 

"Oh hoy, if we only had so-and-so." We'd send his 

name down, and lo and behold, he would come in. They 

would hring them from China or anywhere. We had great 

pmlll' r!' and we t.I i dn • t overdo it, but we tended to 

( l~ughtcr). We gathered this whole thing together, 

anJ then it was time to present the idea, and present 

what we had thought up, to General Arnold. It was to 

~omc through General Vandenberg, to him and the staff; 

anJ Wt' thought, "Oh hoy, here is where we are really 

1~ninn to get it." We hac..I really laid out a ~randiose 

sdwmc . We were just going to haul out wounded with 



liaison airplanes, little L-5s, and we expand~J that 

to not only a few 1.- Ss, we had a coup I e hund n'd or 
them. We had a whole group of them. We now w~1ntl•d 

gliders, transports, DC-3s, P-Sls or better fight~rs, 

and B-25s. We really built ourselves an :iir fon·l', 

and we thought, "Boy, he's going to throw us out or 

the office." But we knew we had designed somC'thing 

pretty doggone goo<l, and we knew it could <lo the joh, 

and it was going to do a job that no one had PV<.'r seen 

or tried before, but it would work. 

So we went in, and we thought we were really going to 

get something. General Arnold, as you hav<.' prohahly 

heard, always insisted that his staff not give him Ion~ 

things to read. He didn't have time to a s similate a 

whole bunch of junk. He said, uThat's what you people 

are for--the details." And if you gave General Arnold 

anything that was more than a couple of paragraphs long, 

he would fire it back at you, I'm told. We shortened it 

up, and it was a pretty good report. Everybody sat in 

the room, and he sat there and he read it, anti he kept 

reading . He would read along, and I was sitting there 

th inking, "Oh boy, here it comes." fie just 1 ookc-d ov l~ r 

at Vandenberg, and he said, "Van, does this thing naakc 

sense?" Vandenberg said, "Yes, it's a very, very 
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ingenious plan." General Arnold took the papers and 

put his initials on it, slammed it down, and said, 

"Al 1 right, do it." T know he sensed what we had done. 

I kind of remember a little bit of a sly look, that he 

looked over at the two of us, and he said, "All right, 

do it!" We went from· there and, boy, the cooperation 

we i.!Ot was just astounding, because the effort became 

important, and the people wanted to get it done, and 

we got ~reat, great support. We got nearly everything 

that we asked for, or that we put in for, except one 

thing, and 1•11 tell you a little funny anecdote. We 

got ~vcrything but four helicopters. Now, the Air 

Force Jidn•t have any helicopters. There were two 

exp~rimental models, and I think they were at Dayton, 

and then the one, two, three, four, five, and six 

article!=> that were to come out of production were 

already asked for, and here we were asking for four; 

we were asking for the four of the only six that were 

i.;oming available, and word came down that we couldn't 

havo them. We went to General Arnold, and we said, 

"WC'll now, you said we were j!Oing to have them, and we 

think w<..• cnn really use helicopters in that jungle 

situation. We've studied them, we know their capabili ­

t ~cs~ and those things will really do some things that 

a i rp l :mes can •t do. We have some ideas on the support 
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of Wingate' s troops, and if you ever want proof of :rn 

airplane, and you want to learn about th~s piec~ of 

aircraft, here is a proving ground . We don't want to 

do just proving, we can use them ... He said h~ would 

try. 

There was a COl!lnlittee of Air Force, Navy. I for .l.! l't wh:1t 

the committee was called, but it was the highC' st plHn' 

you could go in this land during the war. 1t wa s Jwn· 

where all industrial effort was coordin;Jte<l ~o th:Jt 

people didn't go off half~cocked and start using wrong 

materials for wrong things, and using up materi a ls for 

not a strategic reason, trying to use our limj te<l sup­

plies for their best use. This got all the way up to 

that thing, and General Arnold said to us, "I'm sorry 

I couldn't get that for you." He said, "Now thnt's the 

only thing I haven't done for you. I said 1 would hack 

you, and now you've got everything but that." T sai<l, 

"No, General, there is one other thing." He sajd, 

"What other thing?'' I said, "They won't let us have 

Clinton Gatey . 11 He s aid, "Who is Clinton Gatey ?" Well, 

Clint Gatey was in civilian life an aeronautical 

engineer. Clint had come into the Air ForcP and h~ 

wa~ the chief of the modification sect ion of th~ /\ i r 

Forc-C'. lie was very, V<' ry husy modify in~ ai n· raft 
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before they went into combat. You know as an airplane 

comes out at first, you will find out then that it 

needs modification. He was in charge of this, and he 

was a very, very valuable man. He wanted so desperately 

to get into combat and to get overseas with us, and we 

felt that we needed somebody who was exceptionally 

innovative. We were going to have all kinds of peculiar 

uses for aircraft, and we thought if we could get Clint 

a5 our guy to head up our whole maintenance-engineering 

function, to take care of these aircraft in the jungle, 

to practically rebuild them if we had to, because-­

a~ain, we were going to have to be on our own--we needed 

talent, and this was a talented person. We said, "We 

think it's right that we ask for Clint Gatey." Well, 

the word came down: nclint Gatey is too important where 

he is ; you can't have him." Gee, I forget who was G- 4 

at the time who was the head of procurement; he headed 

thl' whole supply thing for the Air Force on General 

Arnold'5 staff. Who would that have been? I'll think 

of it later. I can see him as plain as day. But, 

anyway, General Arnold reached over to his box and he 

pressed down the button for his G-4. He said, "Why 

can •t I hav.$ Clint Gatey?" (laughter) At the other 

end, thcire was a lot of mouthing and muttering, and 

he ~aid, "Well, General, I didn't know you wanted him." 
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General Arnold said, "Cochran is here, and he ~nid that 

they want Clint Gatey for that project of th~irs, anJ 

you won't give him to them." He said, "Well, r didn't 

know you wanted him." So we got Clint Gatey, 3nd h<' 

went over. When I left over there, when J came hark, 

he took over command from me. He wa~ killed inn PSI 

over there at that time. But we got Clint. So th~ 

General said, "All right, I got you everything. No\o/ did 

what l promised you guys, but there is no way you can 

get those helicopters. I just can't do it, hcnrnse the 

Navy is demanding one, the British are demanding one, 

and the Coast Guard is to get one, and then Wright Field 

is going to get something like that." He ~aid, "They nrc 

all taken; there aren't any." 

As you can see, a helicopter was a brand-new animal. 

There weren't any. There weren't any helicopter pilot~ 

in the Air Force. I think there was one, and h<' wa~ 

the guy that was head of the project. So we let it go 

at that. We said, "Well, we fizz.led on that one. We 

aren't going to have helicopters." But Johnny Alison 

had known Harry Hopkins. Now, if you didn't live through 

World War II as an adult, you don't know who Harry Hopkins 

was, hut he wn~ about as powerful a person a5 you'd ever 
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want to see, next to the President. Harry Hopkins was 

President Roosevelt's right hand, and he not only was 

his right hand in some things, he was his everything. 

Harry Hopkins was a very quiet, kind, nice individual 

who was powerful as hell, and be could get things done. 

Johnny had become close to him as a friend and acquaint­

ance in Russia. John was trying desperately to get out 

of Russia. Johnny had been lent to Russia to put 

to)!ethcr and test fly, and then train on, P-40s, and 

Johnny and Hubert Zemke got that job. They were over 

jn Russia doing that thing when the war broke out. 

Then when the war broke out, they kept John over there 

as air attache in the embassy, and Alison was trying 

his damndest to get out of that doggone place and get 

into combat in China. There he ran into Mr. LAvere117 

Harriman who was then our Ambassador to Russia, and he 

ran into Mr. Harry Hopkins who was over there visiting 

and ll•nd - 1<.~asin~, :md all tlrnt so1·t of thinJ?--hi~ dca1. 

So .Johnny and Hopkins became a'quainted, and I think 

they had a kind of a rapport. So John was in Washington 

and Mr. Hopkins was in Washington, and Mr. Hopkins 

heard about it, and he said, "Johnny, come over 

and visit me." He said, "Well, I'm coming over, Mr. 

Hopkins." So he camE- over. I think he had dinner with 
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him or something. But he spent some tjme with Mr. 

Hopkins, and they kicked around old times, how they 

used to Tun around Russia kind of crazy-1 ikl', :rnJ th<'y 

had a good old time. Then he asked Johnny what hC' was 

doing and what he was µp to . Hopkins had heard, of 

course, about this arrangement and thut WC' W<.'n' goin~ 

to support Wingate in this effort of taking hack nn rt lw rn 

Burma. He asked him how he was coming along and l f then· 

was anything he could do? It snapped into Johnny's mind-· 

he said, "Well, they won't give us these heUcopters. 11 

Hopkins said, nwhat do you mean?" He said, "There ar<' 

going to be four, and we think we can use those helicop ­

ters better than anybody in the world. We won't he• 

monkeying around with them. We'll have them in comhat, 

and we' 11 really use them. 11 So Johnny got hack, and lw 

told me about telling Hopkins about the helicopters. 

We didn't hear anything further, and (laughter) then 

General Arnold at the next meeting got me and said, 

"How did you get those helicopters?" It dawned on me 

then, and I said, 11Well, General, you just have to know 

the right people!" Johnny and I have often laughed .and 

laughed about that. llarry Hopkins. It w;1s th;Jt funny 

and that simple. When (;eneral Arnold c-o~ilJ11 1 t ~tct thC' 

a i rpl ancs, we got them through Harry llopkins. I.ow ;rnd 

behold, we were the first users of helicopters in comhat, 

168 

• 

• 



• 

• 

COCHRAN 

aiid used them in the jungle. We didn't use them as-­

no tricks, you know, just for using them. Serious 

business. 

H: Were they effective? 

C: No, these were so terribly underpowered. They were 

effective for what we used them for. We pulled out 

and documented the saving of 18 lives that we wouldn't 

have gotten out in any other manner. You just couldn't 

~et them out any other way. We saved some kids that 

wouldn't have gotten out any other way . They were woe­

fully underpowered. If you got a pilot in them, that 

was about their capable load. Then you would add 

another person. And a couple of times we were able 

to get two out at a time by using the stretcher on the 

sling on the side. There was a way to put a stretcher 

on hnn~eTs, like on the outside of the helicopter, and 

we w~rc ahJc to use that . We actually made good use 

or them, and we did save some lives with them, and we 

did prove that they were quite a capable machine. When 

w~ came hack and wrote our many, many . reports we had to 

write, 1 T,ememher ·that one of them was that the heli· 

copter; a proper one, well-built, would do anything 

that the right airplane would do, and more. If you 
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don't need speed, and you do reed an awful lot of short­

landing kind of thing, and that sort of thing, it just 

beats a light aircraft for that kind of work. Of cours~. 

the Vietnam war has shown that it is an cf feet i V<.' wt':ipon, 

although I think sometime they have been misuseJ. 

think in a limited situation, they are the he~t artil·Jc. 

We ~o said when we came home, and prolrnh 1 y ad vann•d t ht• 

helicopter a great deal more if thqsc four woulc.J havt' 

been held here. I'm sure they got busy and built som~ 

more rather quickly, but we got articles two, thre<", 

four, and five, or whatever it was, through the help of 

John's friend, Harry Hopkins, and much to the amusem<.~nt , 

I imagine, and dismay of General Arnold. 

But now that we had designed it and General Arnold had 

put his initials on it, and fooled us, and saic.J, "Go 

forward," then we had our work cut out for us, to amass 

all of these supplies and get them ready, and get out 

there and get in place, and coordinate getting thP ships 

and getting our airplanes loaded. They were deck-loaded, 

as I said, and then we had to have the Teplacements . We 

had to figure replacements because, again, I remind you 

that we were a superimposition on a thl'ater; wr WC'rt•n 1 t 

a part of any organized effort. We were a thin~ apart, 

because we were a task force and everything had to bP 
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taken from scratch. There was no table of organization, 

for instance. lf you had a fighter group, you knew 

what a fighter group was. You knew what it needed and 

how much gas a day it needed, and how many bolts and 

nuts were needed, and how many pairs of pants you needed, 

and how many shoes of what size. They had that all. 

You just said, "fighter group," and the thing would spit 

out the plan. When you said, "Air Commando Task Force" 

with everything from light planes, gliders, and DC-3s, 

transport airplanes, UC-64, a little transport airplane, 

and P-51 fighters, and the whole conglomerate, the sys­

tem would spit back, "dontt know, cancel." "Tilt ." 

Sow~ had to build it. I say we built it, we just kept 

~howing our plans, and there were people who were 

~apahle of this sort of thinR . It was their joh to tell 

u.s what we needed and all that sort of thing, and ship 

it over there and get it there, and get us in place. So 

after the design, then we were about ready, and then we 

h:HI some training to do, and then we had to gather our 

pt'nplc>, and again we were allowed to gather anyone we 

w :int. c' ll , t'vcn down to ~etting Clint Garey. We brought in 

pcopll' whom we knew. We knew their capabilities, we 

knew their specific talents. This would be officers 

and pilots a5 well as enlistc<l men. We knew sergeants, 

we knew master serRcants that were extremely capable at 

171 



COCll~/\N 

maintenance, and at gunnery, l?nd those things, and at 

repair of radios, and we sought these people out. WC' 

remembered them from the outfits we had heen in, anJ 

we gathered those folks from all over the wor ld nn<l 

brought them in. Then after we would g~t them in, w~ 

would tell them as much as we were allowed to tell 

them, and then ask them if th<'y wanted it, ;mil told 

them they didn't have to go if they didn't want to. 

We warned them it would be a dangerous mis s Jon, and 

that it would be a difficult one. We didn't con th~m; 

they were allowed to volunteer. So everybody of the 

original SOO~odd people we had that we went over with, 

~he original core of the task force, were all volunt~t!rs. 

Each person was required to be able to do tl1rPe things: 

sometime we had to stretch it a little hit to g('t tlw 

third thing, like if you could play a guitar or a 

harmonica, that qualified for the third thing. Rut the 

other thing, maybe he might be a gunnery sergc>ant who 

also had spent some time maybe in office wor k somewhl're, 

where he had been in an office in a ~quadron or ~omPthinR 

like that . We searched for people with double talent 

so that we could double up. We didn't nee<.1 a numlwr of 

mrn . w~ were told hy Ccneral Arnold to strl':mlin<' and 

not to take along a bunch of s taff, and to get ri<l of 
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the thing$ that weren't absolutely necessary, none of 

the amenities, the smallest amount of paperwork that 

you possibly could get away with, and that sort of 

thing. That's what we did. So everybody had to do his 

job and more. 

Nearly all of our pilots that we took had already been 

overseas at least once and had some combat. That was 

kind of difficult to do, but we found guys that were 

close. We didn't take any one inexperienced with us. 

Now we picked up some after we got over. But it was 

an unique outfit, and pTobahly nothing like it ever 

hefor~ or ~ince was formed. Then having designed it, 

gotten it all set and got it shipped over, then we 

started over to start to run it. 

J wrnt over first. John remained back here still 

hulldin~ and gathering personnel. We had had to train 

~lider pilots. We found some guys that had some train­

ing; we hnd to fulfill their training. We found glider 

pilot~ that had never had any night training . We had 

to train pilots and mechanics on the reel that would 

snatch v,1idcrs . . We found out that there was such a 

nt•w thing as a rocket that had never been used, and we 

~aid, "Oh boy, what a poweTful thing, and what a 
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capability that would be to have on our P-Sls if we 

could get them." We found that the re wa s a de s ign ~and 

that there were blueprints. The whol c thing ha1.I lwt'll 

designed but never had been built. It had been t~stc<l 

and approved, but_ they had neve r hui l t .any. We we r<' 

a llowed to have the design, and we had t hE>m m:ult•. Wt• 

had the brackets mac.le to hold the roc ket 1 auncht• r for 

the P-51 in a machine shop in Dayton, Ohio, th~t was 

recommended to us by Wright Field, and we got that done. 

We had to do several extraneous things like that t hat 

were not usually done by military combat l e aders. Thrn , 

as you can see, this thing became our s . You hc gan to 

have a possessive feeling about thi s . Then all the 

personnel felt they were a littl e bit set apart. For 

instance, when we went overseas, eve rybod~ w~nt priority, 

high priority, because we had to ge t there all at one~ . 

There was no dribbling . . You can't go by sea. So we had 

the highest priority, and we had sergeants bumping 

generals on the way over. Naturally, everybody would 

wonder, "Who in the world are these people?" We would 

just say "Project 9 / ' and we would get near] y what we 

wanted. We were ge~ting spoiled . Rut I went over fir s t 

with a smal 1 group, and we then went f orwan1. Ila vi ng 

s tudied more and more and more, we then start~d to study 

wi th Wingate who was over there in place . We hegan to 
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learn where he was going to set out from, knew the 

g~ography. and where the railheads were, and all that 

sort of thing. So with their advice, we went forward 

and looked over some air strips that the British had 

bui1t in paddy fields. They knocked down.the paddies, 

and they were . just long level grass places, pretty 

well done. pretty well drained. We took two of these 

over. These were to be our two bases. Then we moved 

in and got in place by, I believe our target date was 

Fchructry 15th, and I think I sent a cable to General 

Arnold on that day and told him that the first combat 

mission had gone out from our base, and we were in place 

from then on in. The combat mission was Colonel Arvid 

OlsPn and myself. We went out with two P-Sls with our 

guns loaded. We went over stooging around in Burma and 

shot up a few likely looking targets and came back, and 

that was the first mission. But we did get in place, 

and you can tel.I that it took a lot of doing. India is 

not t ht~ greatest place to find transportation. But we 

ti i ,, gt•t in pla1.:c and WC did go forward with the Burma 

(: amp;1 i gn, and it was a success. 

II : (;t'IH'r;ll Arnold sccme<l to exercise very tight control 

ovt>r the cntjrc air commando operation. ls this true? 
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C: Yes, it was a special task force. It w~~ his effort, 

and he was going to see it th rough. Now, the r<.' Wl' r<' 

several reasons for .that. Task forces sent out hy 

headquarters in Washington were not popular. I think 

we were called "9," because there might have- been ei~ht 

before us of these special projects. They weren't 

popular, because they always came on a theatrr that wa~ 

al ready in short supply. Then here come!' ;rn unp I a111ll'd 

for thing, people who come in and say, "Well, W<' a T<' 

going to do this, and just this, and nothing <.' 1 Sl' , and 

we're special. 11 Most task forces, up to that ti mt', 

failed. Most of them got out and never really got to 

do what they were sent out to do, because they had u 

habit of disintegrating when they would get into th<· 

area intb which they were inserted, and upon which 

they were superimposed, and in which they we r<.' ~o i ng 

tf? work, and they never worked. I think in this on~, 

General Arnold said to Mountbatten and Wingate that WP 

would do this. and this one is goin~ to work. Ry the 

way, boy, he indoctrinated me with that. J t was going 

to work. That's all there was to it. 

I'll have to tell you later here ... ; well, I'll 

tell you now. Maybe here is an anecdote, the kind 

that we were speaking of. 1 sensed the political 
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overtones that were present in this whole thing, in 

this plan. The American policy was to kccr1 China open. 

~ooscvclt wanted to keep China open. He had Claire 

Chcnn:ml t over in there with an air force, such as . it 

was. At that time, it wasn't very large because you 

~otJJdn't supply it very well. But we wanted to keep 

th:1t line open. Now you see, Burma was the barrier to 

n gooJ air route or land route into China from India. 

The .Jc1ps had taken Burma to be a barrier in between 

ln<lia, the supply area, and China. So they took north­

urn Burma, and that's what forced us to go up and fly 

th<.' llump. You've heard of flying the Hump so much . 

J t hcl·amc a pa rt of the effort. They had to fly the 

llump hccausc they ·didn't dare to fly over Burma, 

h~~au~c the Japs were in Burma and they had airdromes 

in there. 

Now, how do you relieve that situation? Take back 

northl·rn 11.urnm. lfow arc you going to do it? Well, 

hl·rc is this guy Wingate with long-range penetration; 

In•' s going to do it. lie>• s ROing to go in there and 

1wt lwhim.1 the .lapanesc lines, collapse their front, 

and make .them come back down. ls he going to be able 

to do that? Well, if you give him air support, he 
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may be able to do it. That, in a nutsht•l l, is what 

we were up to. Taking hack northern Burma would makl· 

the Hump unneccss:ny. You cou 1 d r I y ovt• r t ht• 1 m~·· r 

land of Burma into Chinn. 

Now, every gallon of gasol ilw tlwt got into t'.hi11;1 had 

to come over the Hump in terrible Wl'atlH•r, and hr a 

very difficult effort, and it wasn't satisf:n·tory. hut 

it was the only thing we had. Now RoosevP 1 t :ind t ht• 

American policy wanted to keep ChinH open. The.• British 

weren't interested. They wanted to keep Siugapt>rl' 01H·n. 

At the.• meeting in Quebec, however, it w;is dt·l·idt·ll that 

we wou l<l take back northern Burma un<l kt.~ep t:h i 11;1 01H·11. 

The British said they would agree, and IH'l'l' i s tht· guy 

to do it. They weren't too happy nhuut it, hut ht•rt· 

they were going to do it. 

Now, where <loes that put us? They want Si ngapon.· . Tht•y 

want their chestnuts taken out of the fire, too. So 

th i s i s n • t exact 1 y accurate . I t w o u 1 d h c :1 v i o I a l i on 

of history, hut it's a fcl'ling I hau, iu a Sl·n ~; l', aud 

it•s not important. Hut what was going to h:1ppt·11 wa s 

t h i ~ W i n g at c , a Br i t i sh c r an J a B r i t i sh t' f f o r 1 , w a s 

go·j ng to keep China open for the Americans. Souwwa y or 

the other, the Americans were going to ha V<..' to he Ip I hl· 
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Riitish get back Singapore, which we didn't have much 

interest in. And that i~ probably 3 capsule account 

of some of the political aspects of this activity. In 

other words, American participation in the effort was 

called for, and American participation with the British 

was the best thing to be called for, and it was to he 

fulfilled through the use of air support. That's why 

w~ Jared build the task force that we built and the size 

of it, and the expanded capabilit.y of it above the 

nhility to bring out wounded. That's why we sensed that 

wo were being sent. So the last day I was to meet with 

Ccncral Arnold and go over an.d get my final instructions- -

none of this was WTitten, you see, because it was this 

s~cr~t. General ATnold called me in. I told him I was 

rc~<ly an<l what we wcro up to, where I woold he, wh~re 

A 1 i snn would he. He said. "All right." Those blue eyes, 

hoy, they had me, and that finger. He said, "All right. 

you know what I want you to do, don•t you?" I said, 

"Yes sir." lie ~aid, "What?" So I said, "You want u~ to 

s t<•:ll that ~how and make that a~ muc.·h an AmeTican effort 

as possihlo. You want that to he an Amc-rican effort, 

:rnJ that•~ what we are going to do." He said, "Do it!" 

Man, that finger came up. and I'm telling you I don't 

think I wou hl ha vc ~Ve:' r gon" home - · I wanted to come home 

in a hox hcforc I fnced that guy if I didn't get it 
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done. He had a very, very close int<.•n•st in this, anti 

he watched it, and he watched our cv~ry rnovl'. Wh<.'11 wt· 

were doing things he didn't l ikc, we hc.•:anl ahout i t . 

As I $ay, he had that interest. There was a politil.' a l 

interc~t that we be succe~sful, and thcr<' was a po Ii th- a I 

interest that we be a big part of it to take.· lwd, Bur111;1. 

that the air effort be an acceptable part of that u11'1<.-r· 

taking . So I sensed that. t knew that th<.'r(' was nu>n· 

on us than just going over there ;ind support in,~ lhi :. 11111 

Wingate. I say that in a lovable way. So th i s wa s his 

[Arnoldts} interest, and he had tlw cxperi<."nc..·<.· of havi11g 

task forces start out and fizz.le. We wt•rc told ~hout 

those that fizzled, and we were pretty <larn wc.•1 l sin·<.· 

that we would never hear the end of it if we fi : ::. l<.•tf. 

Yest he did have a great interest, a close intl· r<.•st in 

thi~;. 

(Un<l Si<lc 1, Reel 4) 

H: I undcr~tand that there was some effort hy the Br itish 

to ama1gamate the air commando units with the t•xist i11,! 

uir tac..·t it'<il "Oq.~anizations us they th1.•n ('xis1cd. and 

that General Arnold resisted this quite strongly. Arl' 

you familiar with that? 
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c:: Y<'s. I'm very familiar wjth it. A~ I have hC'~n saying 

hen·, and lc>t mt' repeat, when :i task fon:c- is supcrim­

pos<'d upon a theater, it is not a very populnr visit, 

and we were not that popular. Also, when it starts to 

do its work, and when we started to do our work to sup­

port Wingate's troops directly, we would be about our 

own husiness. We would have to do things quickly. Our 

lines of communications were direct right from us to 

\41 i ngntc 's f orccs. It was designed that way. And when 

it ~ot workin~, it would mean that that's the way it 

would he done. We were an effort within an effort. We 

W<'rc a specialized effort within the effort as a whole . 

Sometimes I can agree that it was disruptive. They 

wouldn't quite know exactly what we were doing. We 

t:ouJdn't tc11 them what we were going to be doing 

tomorrow morning nor could we tell them what we were 

noing to he- doing in the afternoon, because in this 

kind of hot, immccliate situation, we would have to react. 

athl Wt' kept ourselves that alcTt. We didn't need the 

Jirficulty of going through a set of headquarters- -or 

you mi j!ht say a set that might mean m·ore than one or 

two, or t~rce--to have someone always approving what 

we W<'rl' j!Oing to do, or should we do it in light of 

what tht•y wen." doing? 
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C: So they were having to put up with us. Our attitu<lt• 

was, "We have been sent to do this j oh, and s i 1Kl' you 

know that we're having to do this joh, and some of tlw 

requirements of it, maybe you should let u s do it. 

Even though it does bother you, you should finJ a Wily 

to put up with that so we can get this don<'." Now, 

that sounds a little hit--it <loc-sn't comt' out ri1~ht, 

but that's about the way it ended up in some minJs. 

Most of the folks- -the commanding general rt."!:Jl i 2t>d what 

we had to do. General St ratemeyer {Georg(' I: :...7, who w:1 s 

the United States Air Corps person in charge, IH' undC'r ­

stood what we had to do. But we stepped on some to~ s; 

and in getting our job done, we were prohnhly nt timl' s 

a 1 i ttle brusque, and at times indepen<lent. I think it 

was the best way to do our joh, and we did insist on 

our independence. 

Now, naturally, the British Air Force and the other Alr 

Force people--well, there wa5 an Air Force cstahJ ishment 

there, the Tenth in India. We were rather remote. W~ 

were much farther advanced from their base nctivity . We 

were way up front, and we were physically r~moved from 

them; therefore, we weren't that much of a h0a<lach~ to 

th0111 an<l they to us, hut their sense of onkr and 11q1, :mi-

zat ion was somcwhnt violated in that WC?. would do 1 lws<' 
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fndcpendent actions. They. wouldn't quite know what we 

were up to, and that didn't sit very well with the 

comm~nd. So, as I told you before, it always happens 

that a task force begins to be diluted. It begins to 

be fragmented when it gets into the theater in which 

it's goin~ to -0peratc, because it is a strange body. 

It's an lrritant, if you will, and the body wants to 

eject it or assimilate it, one or the other, because 

it's there and it's disrupting things. "It's not 

orderly, it isn't our way, and we just can't have that." 

So, there ts that tendency. 

Now that st:artc<l to op~rate on us, and I began to he 

quc stionc<l more and more about what we were doing, why 

we c.I i "' that, why we didn't inform them of what we were 

going to do, why we were doing it, and that s ort of 

thing. Naturally. 1 was an Air Force officer and I 

had to live within the rules of an organization. I 

unJcrstooJ that. On the other hand, I had to get the 

joh Jone, too. began to sense that there was a move-

ment afoot to end this situation by bringing us under 

t lu- wing or ant' or the other of the existin~ formal 

l"OmmmHls, th:it they woultl operate us, and that the 

rcq1w~t for air operations would come through them. 

At lt•ast , they could come throuRh me, hut tlwy would 
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have to be approved so that everyone would know what 

we were doing up there. I can imagine that 111:1ylH' th<· 

British air were being quest ioncd, 11Wha t tJ r(' t ho -; l ' 

fellows doing?" Well, when you are qucst.ionc>J hy a 

command above you, maybe home comman<l, mayhe Englund 

was, maybe London was asking those cha pp ies out tlw r<', 

"Just what are you folks about?" They sai<l. "Oh, W<' 

don't know.'' You soe, in a way you can't h:J Vl' th i 11 1~s 

like that. They just don't work. So 1 l·an jmagilH' 

some of that was going on. I al so know t h:1t th(' re · w;1 s 

k]nd of an ill feeling- - I think that's ahout as st l'<'ng 

as I ought to say it. There was some ill feeling 

between Wingate's forces and the regular forc~s. Nnw 

he, too, was a special force superimposed on an <'st ah-

1 i~hed area . He, too, was unpopular, an<l he wa s lining 

some rugged, rugged fighting. This is tough work. This 

is the hardest work in the world . .Jungle fighting i~ 

the meanest, lowest kind of fightin-g that a human lwing 

can get himself caught up in. It'~ hard. It's hard on 

the men. He was doing it, an<l he was doing somc•thing 

that it could be said they should have been doing alJ 

alon~. Here he was a special force brought in h<.~ <: ausr. 

"You folks have been over here all this tim~. anll you 1 v~ 

been ~dttin!?; you've done nothing." There was u I ittll' 

h i t o r t h •lt i n o u r f o r c e s a 1 s o . I n d i a w a s n ' t a v " r y 
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active area, and they were low on supplies. They were 

low on everything, and they were kind of a 5tcpchi1d. 

Then here comes a task force that starts doing things 

just frantically, we will say, very, very industriously 

with an awful lot of purpose and a great resolve. Here, 

have been those poor guys sitting over there not having 

an awful lot to do, being in a place they don•t want to 

be in, and that sort of thing. So, there wasn't any 

resentment, hut maybe there was a little bit of jealousy 

that we were getting to accomplish things that they 

hadn't even been allowed to accomplish, and, golly, they 

had been over there but nobody ever let them do anything . 

So, there was some of that, too. We weren't the most 

popular people in the area, yet we had to get the job 

Jon('. 

Now, I can tell you an anecdote . We weren't popular 

to h~~in with, hut when we got there, we had some 

cxc~lJcnt equipment, and it was new. It was brought 

from the ~tatc$--at leagt , it was rehuilt. Some of the 

rirst thini~~ that arrived were gome of our liai~on air­

plan~~ . We ~ot them together and got them forward. 

Now, thc~e were L-5~ and L-ls with an excellent short­

fi~ld, sma11-[icl<l--ju5t dreamed up airports, hacked out 

a i rpn rt s - -c:ipah i 1 i ty. They could get in and out of 
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places other aircraft couldn't. and we ha<l the guy~ 

that could do it. 

Now Merril 1 's Marauders were al so in the a r<'a and W(.' rt' 

to be brought into this. They we-re- first to hl· hrought 

over to be put into Wingate's command. TIH'y wr·n.• J!oing 

to be the fourth brigade, so to speak. There wcrt• 1 n 

be three British uni ts and an Ameri c<Jn unit . Wh<'n t lw 

American unit got over there, it never joined th<' l\ritish 

because Stilwell wouldn't have it. Stilwcl1 start<'d our 

on his own and used them to try to break down through 

where he was building the Lido Road. They al so we rt.' in 

another action over there. As you remember, Merrill' s 

Marauders got beat up pretty badly. and they suffl~retl. 

The jungle got them , and the Japs got them. It was :1 

valiant effort, but I think it would be fair to judge 

it, that it was a limited success operation and it 

showed what we were willing to try to do. But it wasn't 

a smashing success. Those fellows took an awful hrat­

ing. But when they first started in, in one' of thl'ir 

early contacts with the enemy, they had a lot of guys 

hurt. They said, '.'We 11, all right, that Project 9, that 's 

Cochran's outfit. He has got some L-ls and L-Ss, Wl''11 

just send him down here and he can start working for us ." 

I said, 11No." I mean it was incumbent upon m<'" to say, 
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.. 
"No, 1 can't do that.,. They said, "What the hell, 

here you're American Air Force guys, and here our 

American guys are in there suffering, and you're with­

holding a capability! You've got the capability . " I 

sa1d, "As I know my instructions, I am sent here as a 

proj ect to support Wingate's penetration into Burma. 

That i s my job, and I'm going to do it. Now if I 

~tarted using my airplanes and start losing them down 

here, and I send you a squadron of those to help down 

here, and then you want them somew.here else, by the 

tim~ Wi ngate gets in position and I am needed there, 

l won't have the aircra f t." I could s ee the starting 

of the split-off, and thi s is what I was warned against . 

So T sa id, "No way . " I went back to the rule that I 

w;1 s a on e · purpose outfit , and that I was to hold mys e lf 

and my capability together until the time it was to be 

used, an<l I wasn't to be diverted. Now, certainly, 

lhn•; (' k iil s tH't'lh·ll it. 11<.' 11, I w:tntC'<l to do it :t!" hadly 

:1s an yho<l y , hut I also didn't want to break the orders 

that ha <l hcen given to me , as far as I could see it. 

If I h :lll had ord~rs out of General Arnold's office to 

dive rt nnd go and do that job that I wasn't sent over 

to do, I'd have done' it. But I was told to do as I 

wa s tol<l. c;c ncral Stratemeyer backed me . He sa]d, 

"Th:i t 's V<" TY true. Cochran is right . and he doesn't 

hav r to do that." 
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C: Everyone then understood when •.ve exp 1 a ined it <.> x cept • 

of course, the guys in the American j ung l c out fits 1u•vt• r 

had it explained to ·them, and they didn't fct•l too happy 

toward us. They felt we should have dropped th~ Hritish 

and gone to them. I fe 1 t that J was to <lo what I '"~•" 

told to do, so that's how that came out. So, tlu-n· was 

an unpopularity from that area, but it stt'ms fro1n r h:1 t 

same peculiarity when you're inserted into an already 

established organization and you become a thing special . 

They wanted to get rid of you. They wanted t1> assimilat~ 

it. So there were many attempts to assimilate us an<l 

make us a part of the grand design, the order for tlw 

theater. And heretofore, many of them, a$ l said, tw<l 

failed, because when you get remote, and you get out 

under an area commander, he runs his area, and Washington 

doesn't often come back at him and say, "lley you, wt· to Id 

you to do so-and-so." He's liable to come hack to them 

and say, 0 You sent me out here to run this area, and I 

am running it." You can see when a supreme command(' r 

gets an area like that, he's the power. When you get 

out into his area, he is the power. (laughter) You ar<' 

on hiR area, and it's hard to overcom~ him. 

1•11 tell you later how we overcame it. But to answ~r 

your question--yes, there was a tendency always to try 

188 

• 

• 

• 



• 

• 

COCHRAN 

to take away our autonomy and bring it into the formal 

command and have it run that way. That would have ended 

our special task force status and made us just another 

unit in the air command. It would have been cumber.some. 

l know we wouldn't have been as effective as you can 

when you are a specialist and you are living right next 

door with the guy that you are working with. If you 

remove it, something is lost. Also, something is gained. 

I understand order, and it isn't entirely true that the 

thinR would have collapsed, but it wouldn't have been 

that effective, because we had set up such a close 

association with these Chindits with the ground troops, 

and we knew the man that was talkinR to us on the gTound. 

lie would be an RAF person, an airman who was directing 

our air activities. We trusted that airman, and we knew 

his voice, and we knew the commanders. We knew the 

peopJe we were above. We just had a very, very close 

workin~ team AOing. We worked hard on it, and it was 

working like a charm. We felt to lose that was a serious 

disruption of the fulfillment of our task and what we 

were sent for, so we resisted. 

Now. Jct m~ go back to my last meeting with General ... 
ArnoJd ·when he had me explain to him what I thought 

he wanted us to do . He gave me a letter, and this 
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shows you what a forward-thinking, farsighted person h~ 

was, and what a cagey man ·he was. He gave me a letter. 

He instructed me again about watching out for the diver­

sion that would probably happen, b~t I wasn't to nllow 

it to happen. It was ~y job to keep that unit togcth<'r 

and do the job I was sent out for. "No matter what, 

that's your job, and you do it. 11 

This letter that he gave me was to Admiral Lord Louis 

Mountbatten, and Mountbatten's nickname was "Dicky." 

Here is this great big, courageous, handsome hero, but 

his nickname was Dicky, and Arnold used the nickname. 

He said, "Dear Dicky." Then in a very concise wHy, he 

said to Lord Mountbatten, "When the air commarldos get 

out there, they are to do certain things." He listed 

four things, very, very straightforward, and the idea 

was, "They will retain their autonomy. They will not 

be absorbed into any other of the commands. They will 

have one task and one·task only, and they are a fast-in, 

fast-out outfit. They are not built to last very long. 

They are going to work for 6 months, and we'll see what 

happens." He outlined that in no uncertain term~. lie 

gave me a copy of that letter. He said, "Now, you carry 

thfs. You keep this in case you need it, and those are 

your instructions." So no one else saw thnt letter. 
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carried that in my own personal stuff, because, after 

all, it was a personal letter to "Dear Dicky," and I 

realized that maybe there was a little bit of ill 

manners going on here, and I wasn't to ~brow that around 

or let anybody see that, because he didn't have to tell 

me. But I knew he didn't want that broadcast. So that 

was one thing. 

Then, I also had an order from him saying that none of 

our supplies were to be used by anyone else. You see, 

you'd send all those supplies over to a hungry theater, 

and all this beautiful new stuff, and they would grab it. 

They would take everything you got as it would come in 

the ports. They would steal it from you. An unalerted 

task force could lose their identity before they even 

got in place, because their supplies would be used by 

people who said, ''My God, we haven't seen any of those 

for Z years. I think we need those," and they would 

take them. That happened in armies, as everyone knows. 

But, anyway, they didn't dare take our stuff, and I had 

a letter signed by General Arnold with a countersignature 

down on the bottom of it saying the same thing, and it 

was signed George C. Marshall, General of the whole 

kaboodle. So I not only had that to keep us straight 

and keep our equipment out of the hands of the hungry, 
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but I had the "Dear Dicky" letter that said no one is 

going to assimilate that outfit after it gets in. It 

is going to do its own job, one, and that's all. As 

I said, that finger of General Arnold's (laughter) was 

so emphatic that I wouldn't have wanted to go home if 

I didn't get that done. So I not only had the courage 

of my convictions, I also was backed by a very wise 

commander that knew this probably would happen to me. 

We didn't realize it. We walked in and thought every­

body would be our friends, and that we were going to do 

this special thing and everything, but we weren't wise 

to the ways. But he was, and he foresaw it, and there­

fore he armed me with the letters. So when this pressure 

to bring us into the fold and to get rid of the special 

status arose more and more, finally one day, 1 got word 

that Lord Louie was going to visit. He was coming in, 

and he was bringing quite a staff with him. 

So in they came, way up to our forward base, and Louie 

had been there before. He kind of had a special feeling 

for the air commandos, because he had been in on the 

planning and been in on the birth, and "commando," we 

knew, was his favorite word and were one of his favorite 

groups over there. He came and visited us, and that's 

how we struck up our relationship. 
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-C: Lord Louie came in this day, and he was on a tour of 

bases. He had quite a few folks with him, staff people. 

They all spilled out of the airplane, and we all greeted 

and everything. We were ready for him, as ready as you 

could be up in that jungle airport. The amenities were 

not what he would be used to, but he liked that sort of 

thing. He liked to see the guys that were doing the 

work. He wanted them to know that he appreciated them, 

and he expressed it many, many times, and he expressed 

it by being there. Of course, to our guys, he was a 

kind of a character. You know, he was the famous Lord 

Louie and, of course, they had fun calling him "Louie 

the Lord." They knew he had a special liking for us, 

and they knew the story, and they were rather proud to 

be a little bit special in his eyes, and he became one 

of our guys• favorite characters. He got ahold of me 

and he said, "Cochran, can we get somewhere where we 

can talk privately? I don't want anyone else to be 

with us." He said, "Perhaps a car." I said, "Sure, 

we'll do that. We'll get a jeep and go down to the end 

of the runway." He said, "That will be good." He 

said, "Do you have a driver you can trust?" I said, 

"I think_..so," and I motioned over at a guy. I said, 

0 Get the jeep, Joe, and bring it over here and come 

on with us." Then I said, "Lord Louie, this is my 
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brother," and it was my brother, Joe, who as I told you 

was a liaison pilot in the air commando outfit. He 

drove the jeep, and Lord Louie and I sat in the back. 

Lord Louie said, "I don't like this, but I've got to 

tell you that my staff has been after me, and they have 

very strong and compelling arguments of why you should 

be brought into the formal organization and be run through 

the regular chain of command, and t~rough the Tenth Air 

Force command, through the tactical air part." He said, 

"They have many reasons that are plausible, and before 

I make up my mind, I thought it was fair that I talk to 

you." He said, "They have good reasons, and you probably 

are aware of some of them." I said, "Yes, I am, and l 

am aware of the effort. I've been worrying about this; 

I felt it was coming." He said, "All 1'.ight, I want to 

hear, though, what you have to say about this. I want 

you to be as open as you possibly can with me. I want 

you to tell me everything you can. You can tell me any­

thing you want." So, here I was. I'm talking to the 

Supreme Commander. He was the Eisenhower of that theater. 

So I told him that, number one, I felt that he was misin­

formed and that there were some people on his staff that 
.... 

were capable of misinforming him, and I gave him a few 

examples. I said, "That stuff gets down to us, and I 

think that they are doing you a disservice when they 
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advise you that way." I said. "Now. that's my basic 

attitude." I told him how we wanted to work closely, 

and how closely we had to work, and how well it was 

working, and that he knew it was working well. I said, 

"I don't want to stop something that's a success and 

start another one. I will admit we bother other people, 

but I would think until we get through with this task, 

that they can put up with us, and I'll ask them to put 

up with us rather than change the whole doggone thing 

just because we are a bother. I hope that you can see 

it that way." Then I said, "Now, I'm going to have to 

do something that•s a little impolite. But when I left 

General Arnold, he warned me that this was going to 

happen to me, and I didn't understand what he was saying 

at the time. But now I know. He forewarned me, and he 

put me on my guard against this." I said, "Lord Louie, 

you and I know the plans that there are three more air 

commando units to come over into this area that you have 

asked for. You've explained the plans to me, and 

Wingate has told me that they are going to come, and 

they are going to be modeled after this one. When this 

season of fighting is over, I will bet you that if I 

go back to Washington and say, 'General Arnold, I didn't 

get my job done because they came in, and over everythin.g 

I could do, they just took that outfit, broke it up, put 
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the fighters over here, put the transports over there, 

put the bombers back where they belonged, and just 

dissolved the whole doggone thing,' I'll tell you that 

I would almost bet that if that happens to me, you'll 

never see another air commando come into this area, 

let alone three. I would think that General Arnold 

would say, 'If that's the way they want to play it, no 

way.• I can't speak for him, and I don't have a right. 

But I do have this, and this is where the impoliteness 

comes in. You are going to have to pardon me, but I 

have this letter that General Arnold gave me, and I 

would like for you to read number three in paragraph 

2." I handed it to him. He looked at it, and here 

was the "Dear Dicky" letter, and there in no uncertain 

terms, it said: ''You will not ••• that outfit will 

retain its autonomy." I said, "Lord Louie, that's the 

order I have been worki~g on. Those are my orders, and 

now you're going to have to do something pretty doggone 

drastic to get me to accept being dissolved. That's 

all there is to it." I said, "Now, I've got to tell 

you one more thing . When General Arnold sent me out 

here, he set up wit~ George Marshall not only the right, 

or the capability, but the order that I was to communi-

cate by cable with him direct." Now, this very, very 

• 

seldom happened. I didn't have to go throu~h the Army • 
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chain of command. My cables didn't have to go through 

"Vinegar" Joe's headquarters, then up through the Air 

Force headquarters, then through the bridge, and then 

the whole command, as anybody else's cable would have 

to. ColllDlanders in the field don't send cables directly 

back to the Chief of the Air Force without going through 

their own chain of command, and then through the Army 

chain of command, and the theater ~hain of command. I 

said, "Now, I've used this very seldom, but what you are 

forcing me to do is to go right back with you to the 

headquarters"--in New Delhi or Calcutta, wherever it was-­

"and I'll have to send a cable directly to General Arnold 

and tell him what's occurring." Mountbatten said, "Hey, 

you've lifted the whole thing off my back, and I'm so 

tickled. I can go back with this and tell those guys 

to hell with it." Now, we came that close. I had to 

pull all the stops, but isn't it marvelous that Arnold 

ju~t ahout knew that was going to happen to me? (laughter) 

He forearmed me, and; boy, forearmed is forewarned, and 

I could lay that on to Mountbatten. It so tickled 

Mountbatten. He was relieved. He didn't want to do it, 

but his staff was after him so much that be just had to 

listen to them. · I could understand that, and there was 

~ more of that talk . That ended that right then and 

there. It was the end of that. It's funny. I told 
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General Arnold later that I had to use the "Dear Dicky" 

letter, that I came awful close to being ruined. I 

said, "I pulled the 'Dear Dicky' letter on him, and 

that ended it.n 

H: Would you characterize General Arnold as being a real 

innovator, and a type of person that would advocate an 

unconventional way of doing things? 

C: Oh yes, this was his delight. He was always looking 

for new tactics, I think, and this is just a kind of 

"let's dream a little better, let's just suppose." 

But I think that General Arnold was a captive of the 

War Office. He was a captive of his own office theTe 

in the Pentagon. He, being the type of man he was, 

wanted to be out there doing it. He wanted to be with 

the guys. He identified so with his combat pilots, 

and with his leaders and commanders, and he inspired 

them. But a younger General Arnold would have wanted 

to be out there doing things. It probably griped him 

that here were all these guys out there getting to do 

all these fabulous.feats of air warfare, and he had to 

sit back and be the administrator~planner. So, there 

was a lot of the innovator in him, and be wanted to be 

• 

• 

in on the action. He was an action guy, and he wanted • 
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-to be in on the action. I wouldn't be surprised that 

the lst Air Commando Task Force was an expression of 

that. He saw an opportunity, and he made a deal, and 

he said, "Now, I'm going to see that fulfilled, because 

it's mine." 

I know he felt that the idea of global warfare could be 

run from the Pentagon. This was his idea, and it was 

actually a fact. As I say, he was an action guy. He 

wanted action, and I think perhaps this kind of task 

force, and this effort, this new type of warfare that 

he could be a part of and get going, was really an 

expression of his wanting to be in on the action. It 

was innovative. It was new, and it had not been done. 

I have a copy of the campaign over there sent to me 

from Mountbatten, and Mountbatten wrote on the inside 

flyleaf a little thing to me. In it he credits me with-­

Oh, I forget his wording--but changing jungle warfare 

significantly with the use of air power. This is what 

Arnold did in sending us out there. It was a whole new 

military design of the support of jungle troops, the 

worst kind of warfare with air capabilities. Yes, he 

was innovative. 
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H: Tell me, did you have any regrets accepting that assign­

ment as you initially had in the beginning? 

C: I cannot call it regrets, but I neve.r liked it. I al ways 

felt that I was ~lighted some way. At the time we were 

out there, I hated it. I didn't want to be there, be­

cause I knew the big things were going on in EuTope. 

Then lo and behold, right in the middle of our effort 

out there, General Eisenhower had asked if one of us 

people who had now done a glider invasion . • . You 

see, we invaded Burma with gliders, and it was the air 

invasion of Burma. Now, we had the experience and he 

wanted some of that experience. He asked Lord Louie if 

he wouldn't send him an officer-advisor to help plan 

the glider invasion of Europe. They were getting ready 

for D-day. Mountbatten got ahold of me and said, "Now 

who, other than yourself, are you going to send?" They 

wouldn't hear of me going. I was going to say, "I'm the 

best guy for that," because I wanted out. I wanted into 

Europe and so did Johnny Alison. So we decided that John 

would go, and Mountbatten said that that was fine. They 

felt that I had better stay, and I had to. I had to ful ­

fill that role. I couldn't run off, but I wa~ tempted. 

But I never liked what I was doing. It was hard for me, 

as I remember it. I had to really work at it to get the 
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job done, because there was no enthusiasm in my soul. 

I just was not enthusiastic for the job. Although, 

golly, what a big thing it has been in my life, and a 

big hunk of it was my association with General Arn9ld. 

This is priceless. It is a fine thing in your life if 

you know you have been assigned a tough job by a person 

you admire, and then fulfilling it for him, getting it 

done. Let•s face it, that's a hell of a part of life, 

the satisfaction of doing something well. That's some~ 

thing you can keep. You don't have to spread it around, 

or talk about it, or act arrogant about it, but it's 

something you can hold in your heart, and you say, "I 

got it done. 1 like what I did there. I feel good 

about it." That is a great reward. I've been rewarded 

greatly for the bit of inc·onvenience I was caused by 

not being able to do as I wanted to do. I guess that's 

the old thing. You don't get to do always what you want 

to do. Who knows how the others would ·have turned out. 

H: Well, tell me, did General Arnold ever renege on his 

C'Ommand, "To hell with the paperwork. Go out and fight"? 

C: No, never 2id. He never batted an eye, and I know that 

we caus·ed him trouble at times, little· troubles. I know 

that maybe he was criticized for some of the things we 
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did, but be never let us know about it, never expressed 

it. He backed us every inch of the way, and the closest 

he ever came to a remonstrance for the lack of papeTwork, 

he had told me that I was to keep ia touch with him and 

to cable him directly .. I was reluctant to use that 

authority. I was conscious of our being guests, so to 

speak, in another area. I felt that we were not to over­

do that special status, and I was reluctant to use the 

authority to send cables to him directly and not through 

my superior officers in the Air Force, and the Army, over 

there in India. It was a little bit of "you mind your 

manners." I had enough military training to know that 

you didn't go out of the chain of command, and that you 

did conduct yourself properly the way you were supposed 

to, and this seemed a little bit much, and I didn't do 

it. Then one day, I got a cable from General Arnold, 

and it said, "You were instructed to cable me directly 

on your progress. Where is your first cable?" So there 

was a little bit of a dig in that, and that was about 

the time I did send the direct cable and said we were 

in place, and that the first mission had been accomplished, 

and we were on target. I didn't tell them what we had 

to do to get there, but it took some doing . 
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-Later, I sent another cable that I figured would please 

him. It was an inside thing for just the two of us. 

Two days after the invasion, and now that I knew we had 

planted the troops in there and they were in place, and 

that we in fact had pulled a great surprise on the 

Japanese, and that· we had planted a good strong brigade 

right there in their guts in Burma behind their lines, 

and we were in place to support them, and we had two work­

ing airports in behind their lines, protected so they 

couldn't get at us, and we could go in and out of there 

at night, bring supplies in and bring wounded out, and 

so forth, and it was actual~y going according to plan, 

I sent him a cablegram. I said, "The aerial invasion 

of Burma was strictly an air show." I picked the words 

so that he and I would know that last thing when he 

said, "What are you supposed to do?" I said, "You want 

us to steal that show. You want the American involve-

ment to be quite sizeable, an important part of it." 

It had to be, politically. So I told him the invasion 

of Burma was strictly an air show . I didn't send many 

cables, and he didn't require me to, but he did bring 

me up on where my first one was . 

H: Did General Arnold's orders to return specialists to the 

United States in each phase of air commando operations 
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hamper your ability to operate with your existing units? 

In other words, you were supposed to send so many back 

for training purposes? 

C: No. 

H: It didn't hamper your operations in any way? 

C: No, and then you see the rainy season came upon us, and 

the season was ended. Then we sent a lot back. We sent 

a whole slug. I sent back most of the people who had 

completed their second tour of overseas duty. When we 

formed the outfit, we were only to be short-lived. We 

thought we were operating only 6 months, and we had 

supplies for 6 months, and that was it, up and out. But 

after the success of this type of unit, they decided to 

build some more. They left a 1st Air Commando [Force] 

there under Clint Gatey, and we sent back several people 

who could build the next two air commandos. I think 

three air commandos were built, or four, and I know only 

one new one, the 2nd Air Commando, I believe, went back 

to India. Then, I think two maybe were sent to the 
.. 

southwest Pacific and were--I don't believe ever used 

as units. I think they were assimilated into the whole . 
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(End Side 2, Reel 4) 

H: Colonel Cochran, would you like to resume talking this 

morning about starting your operations in India7 

C: All right, fine. Now, we've got in India. As I was say­

ing, you remember, I went on ahead for several reasons, 

one of which was to prepare for the incoming material, 

the airplanes, and the supplies. They had to be put 

someplace. We had to arrange for a facility in which 

we could put aircraft and gliders together. We had P-Sls. 

As you remember, I said they were sent over deck-loaded 

in crates, so we had the job of putting those together, 

test-flying them, and getting them ready for combat, 

which was no small chore. Then we had gliders in crates 

that had to be assembled and test-flown and towed on up ­

country. We had all the liaison aircraft to put 

together. Then we were going to fly the C-47s on over. 

All tho5e arrangements had to be made. If you've ever 

been in Karachi, you've seen the very large balloon 

hangar that was built years and years ago when the Navy 

had a project of flying a dirigible around the world. 

In order to accommodate that great airship at various .... 
spots; Karachi being one, they had to build large hangars . 

If you came into Karachi and looked up, you'd think, 
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"What is Akron, Ohio, doing here?" because there was a 

very, very good sized balloon hangar, as we called it. 

It was a dirigible port sitting on the air base in 

Karachi, India. So this was made available to us, and 

we set up a production line there for aircraft, to 

assemble them there in Karachi. Those arrangements had 

to be made. Also, my other main purpose was to get with 

Wingate, who was already in New Delhi, and start to get 

to know him better, and to know his plans more specifi­

cally, and to start planning directly with him. When 

I arrived there, I found a very sick Wingate, a man who 

was just out of the hospital and who was very, very ill, 

so ill that it almost scotched our project right then 

and there. It seemed that this special Project 9, being 

what other people laughingly called "Tragedy 9," was 

destined for many barriers. It seemed that things were 

just getting in our way to stop us. I remember feeling 

that if Wingate didn't pull out of this illness that 

he was in, if he weren't to be there, all our efforts 

were going to go for naught. We would just be assimi ­

lated into the theater, and that would be the end of 

Project 9, because he was the key . 
.... 

But he was a hardy devil. He kept improving and improv-

ing, then came back to work, and we started the plan . 
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C: That early association with him there where we were 

working together was a time for building mutual respect, 

and we got to work much, much better together, and it 

wasn't difficult. Folks have asked me if it was diffi­

cult to work with him, because Wingate had never been 

truly successful working with anyone. He was such an 

individualist, and I think there were many people who 

felt that I was having a very difficult time because his 

reputation was that he was a difficult person. Actually, 

I think what made it a little easier, a little more 

simple for me, is that I understood that it was my job 

to work with him. I remember saying and thinking, "Well, 

it doesn't matter whether he is difficult or not, or 

whether this is going to be hard for me or difficult or 

anything." I'm pretty sure my attitude was, that•s the 

job and there is no other, and that the only alternative 

is to say, "I'm not going to do this," and walk away. 

Then, of course, I knew- -and everybody knew--1 wasn't 

going to do that. So I approached it as, "This is what 

I must get done. 0 So that made it a lot easier, and 

also I was not incapable of handling his brashness. It 

kind of amused me. Also, I know that he began to feel 

an affection toward me, and I'll have to say that it was 

mutual. We began to like working together, and I know 

that there was a mutual respect, and I know that he began 
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to believe the things that I was telling him that we 

could do. I think at first, for instance, when I said 

we took a kind of dislike to each other in England when 

we first met, I thought that some of the things that he 

was talking about were a little bit wild, a little bit 

crazy, and I thought that he simplified things a little 

bit too much. He didn't really realize, he didn't know 

enough about the airplane and air work, and air warfare, 

to be making the conclusions that he was drawing of what 

they could do, and what they couldn't do. He had been 

telling me at the time what he _thought aircraft could do, 

and I thought that he was a little bit impractical. I 

suppose there was some professional, I won't say 

jealousy, but my judgment was a little bit different 

than his, and I felt I knew more about it than he did, 

and I didn't want to be told these things, because I 

knew them to be inaccurate. So I think we got first 

impressions of each other. He also thought that I was 

bragging on some of the things that I said we could and 

would do. We used to laugh and say, "Wingate isn •t 

going to believe this," because he has never had anything 

like this. He neve~ really had the power or the authority 

from his own service, from his own army, that he got from 

the United States Army Air Corps. You've got to realize 

• 

this wasn't my authority, and this wasn't my largesse. I • 

208 



• 

• 

• 

COC.HRAN 

-
wasn't saying that "I'm going to get you this, and I'm 

going to get you that." I didn't have to say that sort 

of thing, because you've got to remember that General 

Arnold had said this was going to be done, and the whole 

Air Corps, the staff and everybody, had let .it be known 

that they were behind us, and that they had approved 

what we said we were going to do. It was all approved 

by them, so I was passing on that authority. I had to 

wave the American flag behind me. I had our country's 

military authority backing me, and I didn't have to brag. · 

We were there; we knew what we had coming. We knew about 

what we were going to do . By the way, it's amazing how 

well we were trained, how well we were supplied, and 

supported. We followed just about everything that we 

thought we were going to do. Many of the things that 

even we thought were a little audacious, and maybe a 

little ambitious, turned out to be feasible, workable 

plan~ that we put i~to action, that were rather innova­

tive, and in some instances did establish new ways of 

doing air support of ground people, especially in the 

jungle. I'm certain that the British officers, Wingate 

and his staff, maybe this was a little bit too much for 

them. It was kind of hard for them to believe that they 

were going to luck into this kind of support. I don't 

believe I ever got that across, until finally we were 
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in position and proved. to theJr. that "here we are, and 

let's go," and they saw it with their own eyes. 

The British at that time were equipment poor. They were 

just rundown. Their efforts in Europe had just about 

cashed them in. As you know, a great amount of ·their 

supplies they were getting from us on lend-lease. They 

didn't have the industrial capacity to keep themselves 

up. They had lost so much. And by the time you would 

get to a British outfit out in India, and a special task 

force to boot, they were destitute--they didn't have the 

supplies. They had been living this way for so many ~ 

years that they just didn't realize they were going to 

really be supplied and supported from the air by an 

American outfit that had what it needed, and had what 

it said it was going to get. It was hard for them to 

really believe. They would kind of always look at us 

and say, "Are you sure you can do that? Are you sure 

you are going to do that?" Another thing, at first I 

don•t believe they thought I had that kind of authority. 

I can understand that, because I know when I first went 

to England, they pictured the person that was going to 

come over there to make the plans and be the air support 

officer in charge that General Arnold had promised Lord 

Louie that he would get, that he would supply for him. ~ 
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-C: I Tm certain that they had a different type of fellow in 

mind than I was. You have to remember that I was a 

young looking person, even at age 33. As I look at 

pictures now, it amazes me how young I looked; and I 

can see the effect and we knew it at the time. We 

kidded about it. Johnny Alison would kid about it, and 

my other officers would laugh about what Wingate and 

Lord Louie thought when I showed up. They didn't know 

or understand any of the selection, and they didn't know 

a great deal about me, or why I was there, and that sort 

of thing. I can imagine that my physical appearance had 

an impact, and Wingate's physical appearance had an im-

pact on me. 

Let's talk about Wingate now, and I'm going back. When 

I saw him in India again, and saw him after he had been 

in the hospital, he looked terrible. He looked atrocious. 

He frightened me. He looked like death warmed over. 

When I . first saw him, I noticed some things about him 

that I later found were ju~t peculiarities of his physi­

cal being and his characteT. You know Wingate was a 

terribly opinionated man. He was extTemely eccentTic. 

Many folks felt that he was a little bit on the edge of 

being a mystic. 1 had been told that, and I heard all 

this stuff, and I read it. People used to say he was 
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mystic, or he was a mystic. I'm not sure I ever knew 

what they meant or what it is now. I have pictures 

of gurus and oriental people who are mystics, somethi~g 

like witches or spooks, or something. Of course, I knew 

what a mystic was, but I had never run across a mystic. 

People say, "Well, is he a mystic?" I say, "I don't 

know. He is a mystery to me in some of the ways he 

thinks, but all I can say is that he's odd . He's not 

your normal run of fellow, I'll tell you that." Of 

course, already he had a reputation for being everything 

from a nut to a mystic, a fanatic. He was on the edge 

of all those things, and yet he was a brilliant man that 

wars spawn. Wars don't look for shrinking violets and 

the bookkeeper type of Sunday-go-to-meeting fellow. 

Wars require audacious people, and they require people 

with tremendous egos, whether it comes out as a Patton 

who had an honest ego. Patton just let his ego hang out 

there all over the place, and he flaunted it. But you 

cannot suppose that dear General Omar Bradley didn't 

have a tremendous ego, but he controlled it, and he 

showed you that he knew how to control his ego. He gave 

the rather pleasant, comfortable, outward aspect of being 

the old-shoe type fellow who was easy to get along with, 

and who deferred to your comforts, and who made you feel 

comfortable to be with him. I'm almost taking two 
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extremes there between Patton and General Omar Bradley. 

But I'm certain that General Omar Bradley had a monu­

mental ego, or he wouldn't have been able to effect his 

personality and his will and leadership on other people . 

He just did it in a different way. 

But to get back. The war brought out what Orde Wingate 

was, and that is, that he was a fervent, dedicated, 

single-purpose man who was going to impose his will or 

else , and he didn't much care whether he was obnoxious. 

And he was. He didn't care whose feelings he hurt. 

And he did. If he saw something, and he believed it 

was the truth, he would come out with it, no matter 

whether it hurt anybody or not. Now, in our society, 

you don't do that and have good manners, and Orde Wingate 

didn't have good manners. He didn't care about manners. 

He was the eccentric - type of person that's going to get 

this single purpose of theirs done; and come what may, 

they don't want to care about these little things of 

hurting anybody's feelings, or even considering being 

wrong. Wingate didn't ever consider that anything he 

was doing was going to be wrong, or ahythingt he was 

just goin~ to do it. If it didn't work out, so what? 

Who cates? Why doesn't somebody else do better if they 

think they can? So he was a forceful person, but not a 
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mystic, not a mumbling person ~ith out-of-this-world 

concepts. He just was a very, very eccentric person, 

and his whole being·, even his physical being, his move­

ments, were not ordinary. I think you know, and it's 

been written about many. times, that at one phase in 

General Wingate•s career, he in great depression and 

in great disappointment after his work with the 

Ethiopians in the Ethiopian war ag~inst Italy, it was 

one of his strong opinions, and it was his conviction, 

that if Great Britain didn't come down there and take 

over the Ethiopian situation and keep the Italians from 

just taking over Ethiopia in that war, that that was the 

start of World War II, or another World War. He was 

convinced, and he wrote it and said it, and was scream­

ing from the housetops that the war was starting here, 

and if Great Britain didn't stop it right then and 

there and take over the protection of Ethiopia, that 

they were wrong. So, here was Orde Wingate, the soldier, 

preaching to the Parliament and preaching to the British 

Government that they were wrong. He was forceful about 

it. He minced no words, and he told them. He told 

everybody, and he would come to England to rail at the 

Government. They got so sick of him, they again sent 

him back out. But in between time, they got him out of 

Ethiopia. They banished him and got him out of there, 
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! .. think it was to CaiTo. It was there that he was in 

his depression and in the traumatic thing that he was 

going through personally. He attempted to take his 

life by slashing his throat with a razor, I•m told. I 

think it was a razor, but I know he slashed his throat. 

Of course, he did not die. He was found and patched up. 

Then, his attitude toward that seemed to be, "Well, so 

that's that. I didn't make it, and I guess I'm supposed 

to caTry on my work, as I believe it." So he continued 

in the gadfly business, and he got well. But it left 

him with a scarred throat, of course. It may have 

changed his voice. His voice was a little bit tight • 

Folks thought they detected a difficulty in his speech 

and all that sort of thing. Having not known him before, 

I never knew how he spoke before he did the deed. But 

I know that afterward, his voice was !. little tight like 

that /Imitating Wingate•s speec!7, not exactly that, but 

there was a little effort, a slight effort to speak. 

But if you saw him and knew him, then you would think, 

"Well, that 1 s just the way the man speaks, and he-s kind 

of an odd duck anyway." Physically, his head is set a 

little bit oddly, and that's the way he's made. You've 

known people that are built that way. They just are a 

little neck-tight, and they tend. to hold their head in 

a peculiar way as if they had a stiff neck. I think 
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that physical impairment that came from that injury 

gave him a bearing of his head, a way of holding his 

head, that again attributed a little bit to his oddity, 

and it was the reason he grew a bear.d, I'm pretty sure. 

He had a beard, and the beard, of course, hid the scars 

on his neck. I don't know whether he was conscious of 

the scars or not. When I first saw him, he did not have 

a beard; he was clean-shaven. But the next time I saw 

him, he had a beard. They said that he always grew a 

beard when he went into combat, and many of his officers 

did, which seemed to be a British thing . Some of our 

kids did it, anticipating jungle combat. The thinking 

was, if you had a bea!d and you got slashed on the face, 

your face would heal quicker, and that you had some 

protection of your face and your throat. This was the 

talk. I don't know whether our guys ever believed it 

or not. I think they just wanted to grow beards for 

fun, or kind of a braggadocio thing of being a jungle 

fighter. And who has time to shave in the jungle? So 

you let your beard grow. But Wingate had a beard that 

he combed constantly and parted . It was· one of his 

nervous preoccupations, that while you would be speak-
~ 

ing, he weuld drag out a comb and start combing his 

heard, which would be a little bit distracting to some 

folks . (laughter) I got so every time he'd do it, 
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1-id just smile at him and laugh, and he and I knew it 

was a joke between us. But he stroked his beard all 

the time as he talked and thought. It was a nervous 

kind of thing. Although nowadays beards are prevalent , 

in those days a beard was an oddity , and why wouldn't 

this odd stick grow a beard? (laughter) It fell right 

in with the character. But anyway, speaking of the way 

he held his head, I always thought, and I still remember 

that I thought, that this is where his piercing eyes 

the people spoke of came from. Now, his eyes were deep­

set, and they were blue. He would train them on you as 

he spoke . I think because there was a slight restric­

tion in the front part of his neck, when he moved his 

head he didn't do it normally as we do, and he just 

glanced over by moving his head above his shoulders . 

He would move the whole upper part of his body, and 

there would be a shoulder movement with it as he turned . 

As you know, a body accentuation like that, we call it 

body language now . If you just turn your head over and 

glance and say something to someone, that's one thing. 

But if you move your whole shoulder, and straighten up 

and move over, and give them a shot of those eyes , 

what you're saying is rather accentuated, and that would 

give the appearance of an attempt to dominate with the 

eyes, and it would tend to make the eye~part of the 
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communication a little more pi~rcing and a little 

stronger, so he was known as having a hell of a set 

of piercing eyes, He did . He used his eyes in that 

manner, which again lent a little bit to the arrogance 

if you didn't like it, and a little bit of domin3nce 

if you allowed yourself to be dominated by this atti~ 

tude, this seeming attitude. Now, that lent a lot to, 

again, the mystic-type fellow, and a man that is on 

the edge of being such a dedicated person that you 

slop over into fanaticism. As you know, folks that 

are right on edge, about ready to blow, do get a 

piercing look, I suppose. We~ve been taught that. I 

think actors do it in order to get the thought over 

to you that this character they're portraying is just 

about to blow his stack, and that's why this terrible 

intensity in the eyes. Well, he did it even when he 

was calm. So that, again, gave him the reputation of 

being a little different, if not right on the edge of 

flying off the handle, and be could fly off the handle! 

Believe me, he had a temper. He could rage, often­

times for a purpose. He knew what he was doing; he 

got his way, as you can see . Believe me, he got his 

way, and . this is the way he did it, 
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C: 1··think unconsciously, I understood all this stuff, 

and, again, it was my job to work with the guy. It 

wasn't my job to decide whether he knew what he was 

doing or not, but he convinced ae that he certainly 

was a dedicated person, and I was fully convinced that 

he could do what he said he was going to do. I got to 

learn that he, in fact, did have Churchill's backing 

and he did have General Slim's /~ir William Josep~7 

backing. General Slim was the head of all the British 

armies over there--a grand, grand person. 

I could see in the meetings and in the association that, 

in fact, Wingate, too, had the authority of his Govern­

ment, and despite all the harassment, or despite all the 

tendencies for the theaters in which we were in to slow 

us up and to try to discredit what we were going to try 

to do, or try to tell us that we couldn't do it, or dis­

courage us, or try to stop us, I felt that with the kind 

of authority that had been granted us, we were going to 

go ahead and get this thing done. We were beginning to 

solidify our ideas of how we were going to do it. I 

remember it became clearer and clearer to me of how to 

get the job done and how to improve on the ideas, and 

listening to his plans and realizing what we were going 

to hav.e to do, brought forth whole new ideas. We did 

219 



COCHRAN 

not, for instance, go over theTe knowing that we were 

really going to plan and perform an aerial invasion 

150 miles behind Japanese lines. We knew we were goin~ 

to transport troops behind the lines, and that's why 

we asked for the gliders. That's why we had prepaTed 

ourselves with airplanes that would snatch gliders off 

the ground, that would, in fact, tow two loaded gliders-­

the C-47s that we had. That's why we brought troop 

carrier people, and that's why we brought glider pilots, 

and did have, I think, 100 gliders. I forget now what 

the first complement was. 

When I got over there and realized that it was feasible 

to invade with the troops and place them in there and 

save them a month's travel through the jungle, and do 

the original landing in an 8-hour period, and then build 

strips that C-47s and other aircraft could land on in­

side there, we began to ask Wingate if he could protect 

such a landing strip after we got the first people in 

there. After we built the strip, could he protect it 

and hold off the Japanese until we could get the remainder 

of the troops in? ~e said, certainly he could, that the 

jungle would be our friend, and he knew enough about 

jungle warfare to know that he could protect that thing 

until we could solidify what he called a stronghold. 
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C: We started to invent a whole new kind of inv3sion, and 

I realized that this was to be our big role, and this 

would be a great, great advancement of that kind of 

warfare . You see, his plan was to start the people .out 

from these back bases and start them walking into the 

jungle. That was his long-range penetration, and they 

would be whole brigades of people. A brigade probably 

having 6, 7, or 8,000 people as he had it built, they 

with their mules, and the largest gun they could carry, 

a cannon broke down, and packed on a mule. They had to 

take most of their food with them and everything they 

were going to live on in the jungle. Then they would 

start through the jungle, and it would take them a month 

to go the distance to get into position to start harrass­

ing the enemy from inside his own territory, cutting his 

lines of communication, COJlllllanding the river, commanding 

the rails, commanding every road, and being able to fight 

off the Japanese right in there. When things got too 

hot, they would move and use the jungle again as their 

protection. 

Now> it was his plan to walk them in there. We brought 

the gliders thinking we would take small parties in to 

do certain jobs, guerrilla .. type affairs, landing maybe 

SO people, or even 10, to blow a bridge or to take a 
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road or that sort of ·thing. Then leave them in there 

and supply these parties-~in other words, foraying 

parties. Then when we realized, really, what we ought 

to do is not have them walk in there, and wear them­

selves out, but plant them in there, put them in there, 

and let them move from the strongholds that they would 

build, and the strongholds would include an aerial 

strip in which we could fly in and out of eveTy night . 

Then if we owned the air and we had air superiority 

over the Japanese, then we could come in there at will 

in the daytime, which is finally what we did. 

But that expansion of our plans, and the perfecting of 

it, happened after I got over there and started my 

association with Wingate, the character, and working 

that closely together and convincing him, yes, we could 

do this. We weren't just talking, and we were going to 

get this kind of equipment . His attitude was, ''Al 1 right, 

I' 11 believe you.'' I had explained to him the authority 

I had, and he realized that it was just too good to be 

true for most of his men. As I got to know them better, 

they began to realize that I wasn't just a swashbuckling, 

braggadocio American Yank, that sort of thing, that we 

truly had it, As he saw the equipment start in and we 

~howed him the list of what we had, he became a believer . 
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C: Then whc-n he really was convinced that he was going to 

get all this, he started to take over. I know he had 

ideas, and he suddenly foWld that he was going to have 

all this marvelous equipment and this capability. His 

mind just took off. 

I know that he planned to just start running the whole 

thing. It was planned that it was going to be his, and 

he was going to manage it, and he was going to run it. 

I think he was going to kind of usurp the authority of 

this Yank who was a fine fellow and had a lot of nice 

stuff that he was going to use. But of course I was 

awaTe of that, too. We were aware, so I think there 

were a couple of egos here that got along pretty well. 

I knew I had a job to do, so I did it. Every once in 

awhile he would get out of line, and we would have to 

get him back. We used all manner of things from just 

plain out-and-out confrontation, and telling him he 

was getting out of line, or that he was overstepping 

his authority, as far as we could see it, to just being 

a little cuter than he was, and all of those things. 

You can guess at the associations that went on between 

a British egomaniac and a rather opinionated young 

American. But we formed a good working team_ and in it 

was a great deal of mutual respect:, or you could see 
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that it couldn't be done. One of the things that helped 

us was that it was us against all those members. We were 

not well accepted, as I told you, over there. Our ideas 

sounded a little scatterbrainish. The conventional 

armies, especially the British conventional army, didn't 

think very highly of our plans. They were not terribly 

cooperative, and although his own officers in his command 

loved him, the British conventional army did not like 

General Wingate. Period. He was not a popular fellow 

at all, and he had trouble getting cooperation therefore. 

Some folks even went as far as to hate him. That was 

understandable, because he was so terribly forthright, 

and so terribly domineering, that folks just didn't like 

• 

• him. Period. That got in his way. Many ranking British officers 

didn't like -him, and therefore his project was unpopular . 

Yet, there it was, and he did have the Prime Minister's 

authority. Nobody was going to stop that, but they 

didn't have to cheer for him. And they didn't. So we 

suffered from that. Now that was not true of our Air 

Force attitude toward us. General Stratemeyer and his 

whole staff, knowing our job and understanding what I 

was ordered to do, were most cooperative and helped us 

a great deal. Now the American Army, the ground forces, 

General Stilwell's forces, not so. They didn't much 

care for us. They tried to take us over. They tried 

to take over our supplies. They said, "After all, they 
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-
were there first, and they were pretty poor . They were 

destitute, and who the hell are you Johnny-come-latelies 

to come over here and bring into the theater stuff and 

then say that's ours? The hell with that. It goes into 

the pot, and we all separate it." Of course, I had 

General Marshall's orders and General Arnold's orders 

that that would not happen, and so did General Stilwell 

have those same orders, but he ignored them. Vinegar 

Joe ran his area, and he didn't think much of the 

Pentagon anyhow, I don't think. I think he was senior 

enough and long time enough in this Army that nobody 

is going to tell him how to run his place. I think, 

there again, we had another character (laughter) on our 

hands. He, again, was an opinionated, old-timey guy, 

and he was going to do things his way, and that was the 

way it was going to be done. That's all there was to 

it. He was, at best, difficult. He was difficult for 

u~. He never really hampeTed us, but he didn't go out 

of his way to help, and his people took up some of the 

same attitude. He wasn't about to impede us in any 

way, but we could tell he didn't think much of our 

project, and he didn't think much of Wingate either. 

He countermanded some of the plans, for instance, and 
+ 

he wasn't terribly popular with the whole project be­

cause, at the time , there were to be three brigades of 
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British soldiers. There were ~11 kinds of soldiers: 

Southwest African, Queen's Own, Irish troop5, Scotch 

troops. There were Black Watch people. We just ran 

the gamut of British units that were represen'ted in 

these brigades. There.were all kinds of fellows-­

black, yellow. We had Gurkhas, the little fellows from 

Nepal. We had some Indians. We had black South Afri­

cans, the Senegalese-type fellow; the big fellow with 

the moon face and the laughing attitude. They were a 

lot of fun. Their full American vocabulary was, "Hey 

Joe," and that was about the extent of it. We used to 

yell that at them, and they would yell it back. But 

really, a ' conglomerate of the British forces. 

But to get back to Stilwell's people, they didn't think 

a great deal of us. We had some run-ins; not so with the 

Air Force. The Air Force were our friends, our backers, 

and our promoters, and they helped us in every way. The 

best thing they did was let us do our job. They let us 

go ahead and do it on our own. They didn't interfere. 

They didn't attempt to impose ideas on us. They listened. 

General Stratemeyer was informed fully of what we were 

doing. He had the great quality of saying, '~11 right, 

you guys have been sent here to do something, and you 

know what you are going to do . 1 1 m not going to tell 
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you what to do. I'm going to watch you, and if I see 

you making a terrible blunder, it will be up to me to 

try to stop it or correct it. But as long as you keep 

going, that's your job, and I'm going to help you get 

it done." He did just that. He stood off and let us 

do it. He was our patron, and h·e was a joy to work for 

and with. Of course, down the ranks, some of the folks 

thought we were out of hand sometimes, and perhaps we 

were. In order to try to get a special thing done some­

times, you go overboard with your enthusiasm, and I'm 

certain that we did it . I am certain that some of our 

guys were a little bit arrogant with their power and 

maybe showed a little bit too much urgency and stepped 

on some toes, but things like that happen . They didn't 

deter us, and I don't think anybody was terribly hurt . 

Sometime, we had some nasty things said about us. We 

were capable of saying them back; so, all in all, in 

our haste, as I say, maybe we were a little bit can­

tankerous, but we got it done. We did feel special. 

Let's face it, we were special and we built ourselves 

to be special. We were going to do a rather audacious 

thing , so that kind of got in the spirit of our unit, 

and we became rather audacious. You can•t be audacious 

and not look like it and not sound like it, so I think 

that maybe sometime we were a little bit boring or oveT­

bearing. 
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C: But be that as it may, we knew what we were about to 

do~ and maybe it helped us do it. Maybe you have to 

psyche yourself that way to get these crazy things done, 

and we were probably unconsciously a bit apprehensive' 

about this new kind of thing we were going to do, and 

maybe we overcame the apprehension by being a little 

bit outwardly, sometime "braggadocious. 0 Tha't didn't 

sit very well ~ I pity us if we had failed . (laughter) 

If our project hadn't gone over and hadn't been as 

successful as it was, I imagine that we would have a 

great large egg on our face. So luckily, we were 

successful and success of that kind usually covers up 

a lot of that sort of thing. But woe be to us had we 

not been as successful as we were. 

So now we were planning with Wingate and forming a 

closer union, and we're getting along in our ideas. 

We're beginning to spark ideas in each other, recount­

ing and explaining our air capability and what our 

airplanes would be able to do, and what we would want 

to do. Would spark ideas of how, therefore, the ground 

forces could be deployed and employed, and with this 
+ 

kind of capability. For instance, "You mean to say you 

will have rockets that you can fire from the air that 

would bl ow up a ship, or that would seriously impair a 
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-
locomotive, or that would burn buildings and burn sup-

plies, that would pin down artillery?" "Yes, we have 

such articles." They were exceptionally accurate, and 

they were exceptionally powerful when they hit. "Yes, 

they are a new weapon, and yes, they are relatively 

simple. Yes, we, lo and behold, are going to have such 

a weapon." 

(End Side 1, Reel 5) 

As I say, our association became one where we began to 

realize the capability of the other. The air began to 

realize the capability of the ground, and what their 

project was, and what their aims were, and what they 

were about, and what they were going to do. We saw 

that more clearly; therefore, knowing what theiT plans 

were and what their capabilities were, and how they 

could inflict trauma on the enemy, we began to match 

what they could do with our air capability, and see 

how we could improve their effec~iveness by the use of 

air. Conversely, they began to learn what we could do, 

and what we were capable of doing, then they could see 

how that would enhance their capabilities on the ground .. 
and even expand their power and their effectiveness. 

So I guess what I'm saying is, we began to form a ~ood 

working team. 
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C: As we worked, these things bec~me apparent to us, and, 

naturally, it sparked our imagination, and we got 

enthusiastically into the game and started to plan 

things that we were actually able to effect later. They 

were orderly, they were well-thought out, and we were 

in no sense, people who just put ourselves in place and 

then looked for opportunities to inflict wound$ on th~ 

enemy. We actually did a lot of p~anning ahead of time, 

and I think that's why we were more successful. We 

planned thoroughly about what we were capable of doing, 

and what we were going to do. We didn't overmatch our­

selves. We didn•t overextend our capabilities. We kept 

ourselves within bounds, even though many of the things 

were new and were a bit audacious. They might have 

looked audacious, but like many things that are well 

planned, they might look audacious, but they are pretty 

doggone well~thought out. We used to say, "If you know 

your way in, and you especially know your way out, 

you're far ahead of the game. If you don't know your 

way out, don't go in." I feel that way about almost 

everything. I used to preach it in strafing. If you're 

going to shoot up somebody on the ground and strafe on 

the ground, you'd better, by golly, know or plan again~t 

the ground fire that's down in there, and know how to 

get in, but especially know how to get out without getting 
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hit. If you don't plan that, you're going to be the 

going-away shot in skeet if you pull up and just make 

a target there, a sitting duck target, for some ground 

fire. Well, that's the way a lot of guys got it, be­

cause they didn•t plan their way out. If you can't 

plan the way out, then don't go in. If you can't plan 

your way out and you don't see it, don•t go in. So, 

this was the same with us. We were going to do a very 

audacious set of things, inventing things, in jungle 

warfare. Yes, it was audacious; but yes, also, it was 

well-planned, and we knew how to get in and out. We 

went over it and over it and practiced it; and then 

when we did it, it didn't surprise us that it came off 

so well. We had troubles. We had problems that I'll 

speak of later that we didn't plan on. We made errors, 

some of them rather serious errors, but we were planned 

well enough that despite the errors, we were successful, 

because we were able to keep going and keep going. Any 

military engagement, or any military plan, is always 

fraught with unexpected difficulty, and your errors 

stand out like a sore thumb. But if your plan is good 

enou~h and it has the momentum, it will keep going. 

You will get it done with some adjustment and with some 

quick thinking, some adaptability, that you have read 

into your plan. It will work, and the aerial invasion 
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was the biggest plan we had. ~11 the others were tacti­

cal plans . They were general in nature; they worked 

within a framework of capability, and geneTal planning, 

and then they were specific things. But the aerial 

invasion was quite an undertaking, and it was a big 

project. It was well-planned and was the one big thing 

of that campaign. Then the rest was just the fulfill­

ment of that one big project. The plan, of course, was 

to get those men in there behind the lines. We ended 

up putting in some 17,000 British soldiers with all their 

supplies, including their small guns, their cannon, small 

artillery, their mules to carry their things, their radio 

equipment, and their ammunition. We put them in there, 

and then they ran their long penetration columns from a 

base right in the enemy's heartland. This certainly was 

a very, very formidable force for the Japanese to the 

north to reckon with, because there we were down between 

them and their supplies, and there was Wingate sitting 

on their supply lines in the jungle. They would have to 

march the many, many weeks to even get to them. and that 

is the time we saved Wingate from marching by flying him 

in. The general pl~n was to land gliders first with the 

advanced party with the invasion groups, and they would 

go in at night. They landed with gliders, and the gliders 

contained small bulldozers and engineering equipment. We 
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had, by the way, acquired an airborne engineer unit 

when we got over there. We had all their equipment. 

They had scrapers, dozers, and the tools. We put them 

in the gliders and landed that force. This was the 

attack force that would go in and land on the strip, 

spread out, and protect the perimeters; and then the 

engineers would start scraping off the land and making 

us a landing strip. They'd do that all day, and then 

the next night we'd land a C-47 on that strip. That's 

what we did. That•s what Broadway was, and that's 

what Picadilly was, and Chowringhee. The British named 

these places after famous streets. After awhile, after 

the Japanese realized that we were there and had im­

planted an airbase and had a stronghold right in their 

territory, they had to come in and try to get it out. 

Naturally, there was hand-to~hand fighting to protect 

those bases, to protect those strongholds. They knew 

how to fight; they knew how to jungle fight--both sides 

did. Many a time, we would land airplanes in there and 

the Japs would be right on the end of the strips. There 

would be a gun or two or so, a party of Japanese, down 

at the end that the British hadn't been able to get out 

of there. You w.ould be taking an airplane off, and a 

man would come up to you and say, 0 Hey,Colonel, when 

you go out, don't turn left," because you usually do, 
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"turn right, because if you tur:i left, they' 11 get you. 

They're over in there, so make a right turn and be sure 

t:o get off as quickly as you can." It was that close. 

It: was that kind of warfare that we .planned, and it 

didn't surprise t .hem at all. It surprised our guys, 

but we got so used to it that it became a way of life. 

At night, you didn't sleep too well, because you knew 

that there were crawly things running around, and that 

there were Japs who could crawl right into your place 

and throw grenades and start shooting up the place--and 

that happened. They would come right in on our bases • 

As an example. One night we had a DC-3 run a little 

too long on the strip, and in trying to turn around, he 

got stuck. He was down at the end of the strip. I 

forget what he had a load of , but he and his crew got 

out. They started to walk back to get help, to get a 

dozer or something , to help give him a yank and get him 

out of there. They hadn't walked very far until their 

whole airplane blew up. So the enemy was that close. 

When they left it, the enemy sneaked in and planted a 

few explosives in the airplane and just let her blow . 

As I say, oddly en9ugh, we got used to that. It didn't 

seem to be anything terribly exceptional . We knew they 

were there, and so what? We knew there was a shot that 

• 

they weren't going to get us, and that the Briti~h troops • 
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c«)uld--hold them off, and we could still keep bringing 

our people in, and bringing supplies in, airplane after 

airplane after airplane. At night, we would land on 

those things, in and out, in and out, in and out--busiest 

airport in the world, probably, at that time, really. I 

forget how many sort-ies we would bring in there at night, 

but it was phenomenal. Maybe a couple of hundred. We 

worked it all with lights and radio, and we just had a 

marvelous control tower that brought everybody in by 

number. Everybody got on line and came in, and then we 

would come back and load up again and go on back in. We 

were just like a bunch of little ants flying in and out 

of there. That air corridor was a very, very busy lane 

at that time. 

As I say, we got 17,000 men and their mules, even some 

oxen--they had oxen that did heavy work and pulled heavy 

loads--we brought them in. We had a capability of even 

flying the mules; we flew mules in gliders. I remember 

that we had to test all that ahead of time. We didn't 

know whether a British mule would go into a glider or 

not, and whether he would ride or not. We had all manner 

of scheme5 dreamed up of how we were going to have to 

do it. So we had all kinds of bamboo cages built to put 

them in. We loaded them that way so they couldn't kick 
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the C-47 apart. How were thes~ animals going to ride? 

We had no experience at such things . 

The British mule is a typical army mule. He's a big 

fellow. He was ~uite a handy animal to have around. 

He sure could carry his weight. He was rather reluctant, 

as most mules are, but he was a fine animal. and they 

depended a great deal on him. He was their mobility in 

the jungle. The poor fellows had to be 11de-brayed"--

the mules. Going along in the jungle, and you'd be 

within a hundred yards of the enemy, and the enemy 

wouldn't quite know exactly where you were, he might 

guess you were in the area. He would have a column, 

and you would have a column, and you had mules. If the 

mule brayed or hee 4 hawed, he would give you away. 

These soldiers were trained to even strap all their mili­

tary utensils and everything so they didn't clank. Those 

columns, 700 of them, maybe 500 of them, could sneak 

through the jungle undetected, because they were so quiet, 

and they were trained. They didn't speak; they didn't 

make noises. So here, if you had a mule that ~ould give 

you away, you had to do something about it . So they 

performed, as we called it, a 11brayectomy 11 on the poor 

fellow, and he couldn't speak. So here, we had these 
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brutes, these mute mules, and we had to transport them 

in there. We had to put them in gliders and in aircraft, 

and we didn't know how they were geing to take to that 

sort of thing. We lcnew something of the nature of the 

mule, and (laughter) we were a little apprehensive. So, 

we had all manner of wild schemes of how we were going 

to do this. To make a long story short, we drew these 

up and we started to test them. Actually, we did search 

the outfit to find any farm boy that had any experience, 

or knew anything, about mules. We found a couple of our· 

guys that had mules on the farm, and one of these kids, 

not from his experience, but just from his plain, practi· 

cal mind, set us all on our ear. We attac~ed the problem 

as though it were something that you would have to sit 

down and start from square one and design something. 

Boy, we attacked it as though it were just one of these 

terrible, insurmountable things. This kid just cut that 

all out and said, "Why don't we just try walking them in 

and see what they do?tt Lo and behold, that's what we 

did, and the mule took to it just like they take to 

everythin~ else. It didn't concern them one bit. It 

amazed us, this wisdom of this youngster, after all our 

planning, that the simplest thing was, "Well, why don't .. 
you ask· the mule, really?" So we asked the mule, and 

we asked him to go in the glider. He walked in the 

237 



COCHRAN 

glider and he stood in there. So then we said, "What 

are you going to do?" Then we did take some precautions. 

We had a mule tender to go along that knew mules. He 

had a ready revolver to clunk the guy between· the eyes 

if he started tearing the glider apart. He wasn't 

necessary at all. He wasn't required. The mules took 

off and enjoyed the ride, landed, and did nothing. As 

the guys in the glider said, "Why, they even banked on 

the turn." When they banked the glider, the old mule 

would lean, and heck. he knew what he was doing. He 

knew all about flying. So we had no trouble with that . 

But, as I say. we got 17,000 men in there--their ammuni­

tion; their guns; and their transportation, the mules. 

Then we kept them in there. 

H: I understand that your initial landing at Broadway was 

met with quite a few accidents, landing in the dark, 

and a number of gliders were cracked up, and some of 

the equipment was ruined. 

C: Yes. That was one of the mistakes. What had happened 

is that we had two clearings in the jungle that were 

natural clearings that we had picked--! had picked them-­

and. had pictures of them, and had topographical ~tudies 

made of them, and had them mapped and pretty well-planned. 
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C: We were to go into Picadilly and Broadway; these were 

the names. The way our timing was set, we were going 

to take a C-47 with two gliders off every minute and 

a half. We had our lines strung, and we had rehearsed 

our performance. At the word "go·," the first airplane 

was to roll. We had them all lined up, and we had an 

excellent system where the airplane would come into its 

take off position and stop, and its gliders would be 

rolled in behind it, the tow lines hooked up, the sig­

nals given, and off he went. We were getting one of 

those off every minute and a half. 

We had them spaced so that the first one would go to 

Picadilly, the next one would go to Broadway; the next 

one would go to Picadilly, the next one would go to 

Broadway. They were to keep their speed constant, and 

they were to arrive somewhat in the same order. They 

were to go around and get in the pattern, and land down 

with a system of lights that we had, coupled with the 

rate of descent in the airplane at 100 miles an hour, 

so that when the glider pilot saw his cutoff light, 

which wa~ a vertical light from the ground over which 

the airplane flew him, he cut his ropes, his tow lines. 

He then held his glider at 80 miles an hour. If he held 

the glider at 80 miles a.n hour with his spoilers down 
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and his flaps down, and he held it at 80 miles an hour, 

he would land in the landing area and then he was to 

roll and pull to the right, roll and pull to the left, 

and pull to the right and get out of the landing area. 

We had to supply this .kind of a landing system for the 

glider pilots, because we found that we could not just 

have them come over the aiTport and cut and then make 

their own way in, gliding in at night. That wouldn't 

have worked. They would have been all over the place, 

and we had to have some order. 

So we devised a landing approach channel set as to alti­

tude and ·speed so that by distance, altitude, and speed 

we'd know. just about where he was going to land. Now, 

as it turned out, the one landing area was taken away 

from us. We had stayed away from those areas meticu-

lously, because the British insisted upon it. The 

British sense of secrecy, we always felt, was a little 

overdone, but we did vow that we would not keep going 

over those landing zones, because they were afraid that 

the enemy would catch on, and that when we landed, in 

fact, the worst that we planned for would happen~~tbat 
... 

would be that the original landing party,. going in to 

take the landing strips, would be ambushed, and that 

• 

• 

the Japs, having guessed our plan, would then, in fact, • 
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just wipe us out, because the landing party, as you 

could guess, would be at quite a disadvantage. They 

would be outnumbered. They didn't have the guns. 

They didn't have the ability to overcome that kind of 

an ambush, although we planned, and we had quite a force 

that was going to land and spread out, and they knew 

their business. They even were planning to battle for 

that, if, in fact, there was an ambush. But if you 

could avoid the ambush, it was wise, of course, to do 

it. Therefore, the rule was, that once the places were 

picked, photographed, studied, and decided upon, we 

would not keep flying over there. Now, I did fly by 

them several times on other missions. We worked it so 

that if we were over there on a fighter mission, we'd 

kind of come by close and glance. But we did not draw 

attention to them. We stayed away from them. That began 

to eat on me and my people, knowing we were going in 

there. We were the ones going in with the gliders. It 

was just not prudent to go and take another good look 

at those places. So we held off, and held off, and we 

held off. Then, I finally said, "All right, I've got to 

break this secrecy bit, and we do have to take a look 

at that thing. So what we will do is send a couple of 

bombers over, and we'll bomb near there as though we 

are on a bombing mission. Then we'll happen to come 
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over the two spots, coming back with our aerial cameras 

and aerial photographers, and we'll take good pictures of 

those things in the morning of the night we are going to 

invade." So, we did that, and here we were staging that 

morning, getting everything in place, and all the com­

manders were there. The British area commander, General 

Slim, was there. General Stratemeyer was there . The head 

of the British air forces, whose name I can't remember--. 
he was an air marshal--Sir John Baldwin was there, and 

their staffs. We were set to go. The word was go, and 

we were getting ready. As soon as the dusk came, we were 

to start. Any last-minute decisions to be made, the offi ­

cers involved were there. They just stood back, and let 

us go ahead with our work. Well, our aerial reconnais­

sance photo-taking mission came back, went up, and blew 

up their pictures immediately, fixed them, developed them, 

and then blew them up so we could see them. While they 

were still in the wet bath, or whatever they're in, Charles 

Russhon, who had taken the pictures, began to see something 

on the one landing area. He looked closer, and they were 

obstructions. So he rushed down to where we were on 

Lalaghat and called me over and said, "Hey boss, you've 

got to look! 4- They've caught on to us. 0 He opened up 

this large thing that was probably about a 3 by 3; it was 

a blown-up picture. 
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-
C: There on our landing strip were hug~ logs that had been 

drug across it that looked to us like obstructions that 

you would put down so that gliders, or nothing else, 

could land there, and, they, in fact, had guessed our 

purpose, that there was one place we weren't going to 

make it. So then you had to deduce that here, lo and 

behold, was the other one, Broadway, which was clean 

and had no obstructions at all. Now you had to surmise, 

at least, and judge the probability, that since they 

had blocked the one and not the other, they might want 

you coming into that one to ambush you. This was a 

probability that had to be 4ecided. Also, it had to be 

decided, was this a coincidence or was it purposeful? 

We had to judge that it was purposeful, that they were 

on to our plan, and that they had taken the necessary 

steps. You put yourself in the enemy commander's posi­

tion, and he says. "Well, that place is capable of 

accepting a glider force landing in it, so why don't I 

be smart and just fix it so that nothing can land in 

there. I'll get that done, and then I'll do the other 

one." All of these things had to be quickly assessed, 

and naturally it was a time of excruciating concentration 

and decision·making. I don't remember feeling it was a 

burden. I remember feeling it was a responsibility that 

had to be discharged, and there we were. Okay now. here 
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you are, and you planned this 'fhole thing. Now what 

do you do? 

My decision, and I had to make it, although 1 realized 

that had my superioTs felt that I was way wrong, I was 

sure enough going to be vetoed. I mean General Strat~ ­

meyer wasn't going to stand there and let me make the 

blunder of all times. I appreciated that. However, he 

also wasn't going to make my decision for me. I was 

going to make the original decision, and then I would 

suspect that he would have used veto power. Certainly, 

he had a right; he was the commanding general of all 

Air Forces in the area. Then his duty would have come 

to the fore: uoo I allow this?" Naturally, he had a 

burden, but the immediate burden was supposedly my 

decision. I say supposedly because, actually> the 

decision was taken away from me. It became Wingate's 

decision; it became a British decision because they were 

the guys that were going to go in and get chewed up, if 

there was any chewing up to be done. They were the ones 

that were putting themselves in dire jeopaTdy if, in 

fact, the enemy was . planning an ambush . Although some 

of the glider pilots and the leaders of our air part of 

this action would be there and would be in jeopardy, 

really, the people that were going to take it, and had 
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.. 
to make the decision whether they were going in or not, 

were those ground people. They were Wingate's people. 

If they decided they were going in, and they were going 

to battle for that landing strip, there was just no . 

doubt. We couldn't say, "No, we won't take you in." You 

see, the play was taken away from me in reality. My 

decision had to be--and there really wasn't even any 

thought of this--my decision would have had to be, 

"All right, we planned this whole thing, and we've told 

you that we would transport you in there and put you 

in place to get your job done. Now you say, 'Okay, 

let's go,• even in adversity," I wasn't going to say, 

"No, we are not going to take you." It wasn't my place 

to make that decision. If the invading forces say, 

"Let's go on ahead," the transporters of the invading 

force don't say, "No, I won't take you." So, really, 

I've been credited in some writings and in some minds 

of making that tough decision. Actually, as I say, the 

play was taken away from me. It was kind of a conclusion, 

a foregone conclusion, when the British said, "No, we're 

going in." I actually got our glider men together, and 

got our force together after that, explained what · had 

happen, and what we were going to do about it, and, in 

fact, we weren't going into two places. We weren't 

going to have that luxury. We were going to have to 
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adapt ourselves a little bit; we were adaptable enough 

to change our plans. We were going into one place. We 

were all going into there, and we were going to keep 

pouring them in, and pouring them in, and pouring them 

in, until th~ Br~tish said, "Stop . 11 We were going to 

put our force on the ground, and we were going to huild 

that air ~trip. We were going to go forward, and w~ 

were going to accommodate the situation by just going 

into one place rather than have the luxury of going into 

two. We were going to have to time ourselves so that we 

didn 1 t jam up on each other, and the fellows who had been 

briefed to go into Picadilly were now going to be re­

briefed, and "You are going into the same kind of landing 

situatiQn, and all you have got to do is follow what you 

have been trained to do. Follow the landing system, get 

in the pattern, trust your tow pilot, and trust the tow 

plane. He's going to put you, glider pilot, in the 

position, and when you hit the light, you cut and you're 

set, and you· go on in." Well, I remember now, and I 

have read it since, there was a reporter there that re­

corded the words, but I actually did say to our people 

that our decision was easy; really, there wa5 none, 

that if those British soldiers had that kind of ~uts, 

and that kind of heart, that they were going forward 

and going in there, it was up to us to take them in. It 
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was that simple. That's the way that was resolved, and 

we took them in. 

Now, in the actual landing, not everything went well. 

There were two errors made. One was that we. went in 

without lights, and our glider pilots were focusing on 

the exhaust flares of the DC-3. The DC-3s were night­

protected, but the blue flare of their exhaust underneath 

the nacelle of the engine was discernible to a glider 

pilot, to someone that close. We had trained ourselves 

to fly on those lights. So we flew low-tow in order to 

look up and have the orientation of those lights for our 

glider pilots. It's kind of a weird thing to be towed 

in a glider out there in the night and not have all the 

perspectives that you would like to have. Now, running 

lights give it to you. We turned our running lights off 

because of the seeming logic to us that we didn't want 

the Japs picking us off as we flew this corridor in 

behind their lines into their territory. So we went in 

lights out. We had practiced that, and it had worked. 

It had seemed to be a proper procedure. Now, low-tow, 

understand, not high-two; that would be the gliders are 

being towed below the tow aircraft, not above it, which 

is normal. The gliders got overloade~, which we knew 

was going to happen, but we didn't realize the degree . 
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C: We limited them, and said, "Limit yourself to X numher 

of pounds''--! think it was something like 4,000 pounds -­

"and no more. That .'s the limit that we can tow . " After 

that, the glider becomes not a good flying machine; it 

wasn't a good on~ to begin with, and if you oveTload it , 

it won't work . It will be dragged through the air rathe r 

than glided through the air. So, we practiced this, and 

we knew every piece of equipment, and eveTy person, and 

everything that was going into each glider. Each glider 

was assigned its load and its personnel. They were 

brought up to the zone, and right up to the loading area, 

in excellent, meticulous order. The British are superb 

at this sort of thing, and we had practiced it over, and 

over, and over again. We actually practiced everyone of 

those complements that were going in with their equipment, 

and they would stand back, and then on signal, they would 

trot forward and learn how to get in to that airplane 

and strap themselves in and go. We had that down to a 

science. 

I was satisfied that they knew what they were doing, and 

we took for granted that they would be very, very strict 

about their loading. We knew they would tend to over ­

load, just as the way we would tend to overload. You 

tell a soldi er he's going into possible combat , and he 

248 

• 



• 

• 

COCHRAN 

isn't going to take his ration of bullets around his 

waist, or slung as a bandolier around his shoulders, 

the way they wear it, he is going to take two if he 

can get ahold of them, or three, and he unconsciou~ly 

is building up his own weight. You get eight or nine 

guys in there with theiT equipment, and they say, "Oh, 

I'll just take this one more thing." We found that in 

theiT fear that they weren't going to get enough in, 

the British troops, with the knowledge, I'm sure, of 

their commanders, overloaded those gliders saying, 

0 Well, these Air Force guys want everything the best, 

and they have limited us. We have seen overloaded 

gliders, and we've overloaded them ourselves before, 

and we' 11 do that.'·' 

So, that wasn't a critical mistake, but it was a mistake. 

It was a coincidence. You know how coincidences have a 

habit of getting together on you and causing not the 

coincidence but sometimes catastrophe? You can't out­

guess a coincidence. You can plan on every doggone one 

you can think of and, lo and behold, they will pop upon 

you, and they'll start getting together and making not 

isolated coincidences, but a string of them will now get .. 
you and· cause you difficulty. This wa·s one of them. We 

could have gotten away with the overloading, but that 
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came up, and we had planned that this was the full moon. 

We actually timed this for the full moon. We had hoped 

for no cloud cover because at this time of the year in 

India -Burma, the skies are clear, very clear, an<l the 

moon is very, very bright. So, we had a bright moon. 

We had had one the night before, and we said> "Oh boy. 

it's going to hold." I had flown the patte rn the' night 

before in the dark in the DC-3. I wanted to test, I 

wanted to try, and then we were maneuvering, and we 5ent 

a couple of us in different airplanes to see if we could 

discern anything we hadn't planned on. I noticed that 

the moon was very bright. I noticed also that a haze 

came up and that it was kind of silver in the night. 

But it was most bright. It didn't occur to me that this 

was going to cause a bad visibility situation for the 

glider pilot. So there it was, and I didn't see it. 

The other pilot didn't see it. We just knew there was 

a very bright night and thought we were lucky. So the 

next night, we were helped. Now we started out at dusk . 

We started out from our end, the safe end, in light. 

Our first trips, the first tows, went off early, and 

they were well into enemy territory as darkness overtook 

them, because we realized that they were the s urprise, 

and nobody was going to see this later. But as this 

train of airplanes were coming over, and over, and over 
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enemy territory, somebody was goin~ to Rues$ that some­

thing was occurring. We were hoping that they would 

think we were bombardment. As a matter of fact, we ran 

some bombardment missions in various places, just dropped 

bombs on targets that we knew to distract them, take 

their attention away, and they'd say, "Well, those are 

those bombers," and they'd go on home. We wanted the 

night to cover us, but we wanted the moon to guide us, 

and it did us a trick. The haze .came up and it was a 

very, very silvery atmosphere, and it was hard for the 

glider pilot to see the tow plane in, and it was hard for 

him to see the exhaust flares. Now had it been dead dark, 

he would have seen the exhaust flares plainly in pitch 

black, but in this lighted situation with that peculiar 

visibility, it became difficult for him to pick those 

things up. 

Now we've got an overloaded glider that tends to go 

down and overrun the tow plane underneath it. The 

glider would have the tendency to overrun. Now. if he's 

got his two fixed flares, and he's got good visibility, 

and he can see the airplane in front, and he's oriented, 

he can see that he is coming too close and getting too 

low. and he can bring himself back up and hold his 

position. But some of the fellows overran, and finding 
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themselves in an overrun position, their line would 

become slack. Then when they took up the slack to make 

it taut again, they would snap it, and we had several 

occasions of that. Pilots were radioing back that they 

had lost their tow, and we were getting information from 

other glider pilots that this was occurring to them. 

Before we decided exactly what it was, several tow$ had 

broken and the gliders were going down in enemy terri­

tory in the dark. 

I forget how many, but I think about eight of them broke 

their tow. We suddenly realized what was happening, and 

we sent the word to everybody, "Turn on your landing 

lights and fly high-tow." That overcame it, because in 

high-tow the glider pilot would not have the tendency 

to overrun his towship because he is above it, you see, 

and all he had to do is pull his nose up a little hit 

and he will come back down . It's easier to manage and 

hold his position and not overrun, and keep his tow line 

taut in the high-tow position with the lights on, that 

he can see, and he's well oriented. That cured it. We 

had no more breaking of tows. But until we learned .. 
that, we .lost some. To be expected? Well, no. I can't 

say that . I can say that these thin~s happen to you, 

but you can't say, "Well, that happens in the best of 
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-families," and toss it off. I say, and said at the 

time, it was an error; it was an error on my part. I 

felt it deeply, we all felt it. We overcame it, we 

were well trained enough, and we knew our business well 

enough to overcome it quickly. But that was the first 

error. Now remember, there were coincidences ther~, the 

overloading of the glider, and now you could get away 

with that as long as everything else was equal and as 

long as everything else worked all right, you could get 

away with the overloading. But then given the visibility 

difficulty, and the tendency to overrun the tow plane, 

you've got another element, and they get together and 

do you in. That happened. Many of those people who 

landed in the gliders, by the way, in enemy territory 

made it. They were skillful enough to get down, and 

skillful enough, many of them, to march out. As much 

as a month later, they were able to be hidden by the 

nntivcs and able to hide themselves, and were jungle-wise 

enough to get themselves out. Many of them were killed, 

of couTse. I think this is the point, we will say, in 

this invasion of that night. We'll have to go back 

somewhere else and get the numbers be·cause they escape 

me, but they are .astounding, but we put in, I believe, 
4-

upward·of 500 people that night, and we lost 28 known 

dead. Some were captured and some walked out. But in 
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the glider accidents, I'm pretty sure I'm correct, we 

had 28 fatalities. We had a lot of casualtie~ but non~ 

that you couldn't handle. 

Now the next difficulty and the next error was that now 

we were going to put the whole effort that had hcen 

split--the plans had been split between two ajrdromc s -­

we were going to put them into one and make it go . We 

felt that we would need the double force if, in f act, 

the enemy was on to us and was going to ambush ug, go 

we felt we had better go in with the whole thing, the 

stronger force. 

(End Side 2, Reel 5) 

C: We had designed a system for landing the gliders made 

up of an arrangement of lights. It was the f irst team 

that would land, and the f i rst glider landed free; 

they landed on their own. Then there were jeeps in 

those gliders. and there were trained people who ran 

out, got the jeeps, and took off to the · ends of the 

strips, that we were going to use for landing, t o de -
• 

fine them, and to place the lights where the gliders 

were to touch down, and also beat it back and set up 

the cut-off li~ht hack of the landing strip, and th~ 
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light was placed a number of feet behind; it would de­

fine the point at which the glider pilot would cut 

himself free of his tow plane. Then proceed straight 

ahead, to glide, and if he did it as I have described 

before, at 80 miles an hour, and just held that 80 miles 

an hour, he would land right smack on a predefined spot, 

and he was to roll forward and pull to the right and 

get out of the way. 

Johnny Alison was the first glider in. He knew the area, 

and he landed properly and rolled over to his stop. The 

next glider that came in, I _believe, was Bill Taylor. He was 

the head of the glider contingent, and he rolled on in. 

Those two gliders had the teams in them to set up the 

landing light system. 

Here is another mistake. I'm pretty sure Taylor had 

briefed himself on Picadilly, but he knew both because 

he trained the people going into both places . But now 

he's on Broadway. He is on a different air field. He 

is not going into the one he had planned to go into . 

llt- is on the other one, and he is the commander, and he 

is the leader. The ~ystem is part his design. He sent 

his team off, and they got disoriented in the dark in 

the jeeps. They drove back and they set the lights in 
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an area that they had every right to believe would be a 

good area, but lo and behold, it was an area where large 

ruts in the surface of the ground had been gouged by 

elephants dragging large teak logs across that area. 

There had been some logging of teak in that area at 

sometime or another, and elephants had drug large teak 

logs across that terrain. The grass had grown up and 

covered that. Our aerial photography that we studied 

didn't pick that up. What I had seen from the air was 

land on which we could land. I was satisfied, and we 

were all satisfied, that it was rough, but it was good 

terrain on which to land gliders. 

The area that we had designed to put the l ights on was 

clear. The area that Johnny Alison and our first gliders 

landed on was good ground. But the lights were set up 

to point--the system landed the glider in another direc­

tion a bit off. A clearing, yes, and probably the largest 

part of the clearing to accept this number of gliders 

coming in and get out of the way for the next guy coming 

in would have been fine. But the ruts were there, and 

the ruts started to damage the landing gears of the 

gliders and stopped them and they didn't roll. Then the 

next glider coming in into the same area would lan<l 3n<l 

start rolling and see a glider in front of him . Some of 
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·-the pilots actually hopped gliders in front of them. 

They still had enough speed to pull back on their 

sticks and get over. But they started to collide on 

the ground. Seeing that, the men on the ground started 

to run to change the lights. Many of them got missed 

by gliders that were coming in, because here they came. 

Our plan was working, and it was hard to stop the flow 

of the. gliders. It was just impossible to stop them. 

They were in line, and they were coming in, and they 

were coming in properly. They were coming over the 

lights. Everybody was doing their job, but when they 

got on the ground, there wasn't a place for them to roll 

away from because the ruts were stopping our roll-away 

capability. We couldn't clear the landing strip. So 

they frantically started to move the lights over and 

changed the landing strip. Now there was another 

adaptability, wonderful guys on the ground just killing 

themselves, running into physical exhau~tion, changing 

those li~hts, because they knew if we could change the 

lights we could change the direction of landing. That' s 

what they did, and that did make it possible to get them 

in, but many of them cracked up. Finally, it just got 

too much. It got so that they couldn't handle it on 

the ground, and a flare was fired to stop the incoming. 

We were listening to pilots on the air, and we did bring 
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a few of the last tows back. But we got the main force 

in, with difficulty, yes; with some accidents , yes . I 

don't remember that anybody was killed because of the 

glider accidents, but we certainly messeJ up a lot of 

gliders, which was to be expected. The deaths, a couple 

of them, were glider pilots who, getting in a tough 

position on their landing procedure, doubted their tow 

plane and didn't follow the procedure and cut free, and 

tried to come in free and landed up short in the trees. 

That was one accident. 

That was one of those things where a pilot gets himself 

into a situation and feels that he'd better go on his 

own and not follow the procedure, and not understanding 

what is happening to him exactly, and not trusting the 

procedure, or something. You can't guess what the pilot 

was confronted with. He chose to go on his own, and 

fell short. That was one of the worst accidents. A 

couple of the others, yes, were glider accidents where 

they ran off, or they didn't land properly. But although 

you just feel terrible about the accidents that do happen, 

all in all, you can't say it was minor, and yet, ~tatisti ­

cally, it was a minor part of the action, because we <lid 

get 90 percent, or 87 percent, I think. We were judged 

at 85 percent to 87 percent effective in the glider 
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-operation in a glider-invasion situation, and that had 

never happened. If you remember, the only one that had 

ever been tried before was the invasion in Sicily, and 

that compared to our work was a debacle. They had many, 

many unforeseen things happen to them and that, I don't 

think, could be even classed as much of a success. They 

weren't effective, and they didn't have a good rating. 

Ours was good, and considering the errors in judgment I 

made, because after all, I was responsible. I was the 

guy that should have seen them, and I was the commander. 

It comes down to, those things got by me. Some of our 

thoroughly practiced well-laid plans of mice and men 

did go aft agley, and some of them went slightly awry, 

but notice that it was not to the extent that we weren't 

able to grab it, adapt to it, and change it. I think 

that's the way that sort of thing should be judged. As 

a matter of fact, I'm satisfied now later in life that 

w~ met the adver5ity, and we had planned and trained 

ourselves well enough that we could accommodate to it, 

and overcome it, and get our job done. We did that 

very thin~. 

Now, they got in there, and right away before the dawn 

came up, they were hacking away at that place to make a 

proper landing strip for C-47s. Now when the flare went 
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off, that was a signal that something dire had occurred. 

We had set signals, and the red flare, as the saying 

went, was buried very deeply in a British major's 

pocket. And as we would speak of this flare, the flare 

was to be shot, and everybody knew that a catastrophe 

was happening on the ground. We figured that, in fact, 

the Japane5e were there, and that the whole thing wns 

off, and that we were to send no more in. The mission 

was to be scrubbed right at that point. 

I remember that British officer. He was a delightful 

young fellow, and I'm sure he was a Scotchman. We had 

a lot of fun with him because he said, "I'm the fellow 

with the flare, and it's in a very deep pocket." So, 

lo and behold, when Johnny and the guys on the ground 

started to get more gliders and more accidents than 

they could possibly handle, and they couldn't move the 

lights anymore, they were just getting surfeited with 

equipment coming in, they felt they had to stop it. 

They couldn't get their radios set up. The radio that 

they planned on--we had doubles--we had backups for 

everything in case one is damaged and lost, and, lo and 

behold, we lost one some way or other entirely. and wo 

smashed the other one. So even our backup was gon~, 

and they couldn't get it working. Our radio people were 
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iri there, and we were anxiously awaitin~ their first 

communication which was t.o he almost immediate. We 

were to know what was going on, on the ground, right 

away. They couldn't communicate. Their radios were 

out, another thing you don't foresee. You plan the 

contingency. and even the contingency blows. So there 

you are! So they thought it best to stop it, so they 

sent up the red flare. Now the red flare meant catastro­

phe. Then they did get a radio working, and we heard 

the words "Soya Link," and "Soya Link" meant catastrophe. 

"Pork sausage" meant everything is going smoothly and 

well. We got the word, finally, when they got a set up, 

we got the code word Soya Link. The British used that 

because they thought the worst thing in the world was 

the American sausage that they had in their rations. It 

was made out of soy beans, and it was called Soya Link. 

The British, being connoisseurs of good pork sausage, 

thought that this was an atrocity. They thought to try 

to make sausage out of soy beans was ju~t about the end, 

so the WOTSt word they could think of was Soya Link. We 

got the word Soya Link, and that meant to us back at the 

base that all hell had broken loose, and that, in fact, 

they were battling for their lives. We read the worst .. 
into it-. 
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So we went through a couple of bad, bad hours in the 

night. We brought back the tows. We we1·e in contact 

with those pilots, ·turned them around when the reu flare 

went off, and brought back some. But our main effort 

was in there. My guys .and their guys were in there. I 

had to consider that they were lost. Now, what do you 

do? I will admit that it was my tendency at the time 

to say to Wingate, 11A1l right, let 1 s go with the next 

wave. Let's get everything we've got. Do you think 

this would be possible? Get everything we've got, get 

them in there, and the gliders we got, get them down on 

that ground, and win that battle in there and try to get 

our people out ... Naturally, that was one thing to do, 

but it wasn't the sensible thing to do. But it was some­

thing you had to consider. Wingate, said, "No." I 

remember him lecturing me, and he was fond of quoting. 

He quoted the Bible constantly, and he quoted other 

great sayings, and the one of them was, the gi s t of it 

was, you never tried to snatch victory from obvious 

defeat. We were beside ourselves. I was sunk. I 

thought that all my plans had really, really gone awry, 

and now the whole thing comes down. I had lost it; I 

hadn't done my job. So we waited anxiously, and 1 could 

wait no longer. I got ahold of a pilot by the name of 

Radovich who was a gutsy guy, and I said, "Rad, we want 
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a pilot to take an L-1 • . . . 11 Now, an L-1 was 

practically a free balloon. The L-1 was a liaison air­

plane, good-sized thing, and it would take off very 

slowly and landed very slowly--very rugged and very safe. 

They had good radios in them. We beefed up .that Tadio, 

and I said, "Rad, go in on the tree tops, alone, as soon 

as it's light. You go in and find that place. You land 

on that thing, pick yourself a good landing. You know 

it, we briefed you. You land, and.you will be the 

communication, that airplane. You try to get to our 

guys, and get them to get over to you and tell us what 

the hell is going on in there.~ So, in effect, the 

quickest available way to get a radio in there that 

could talk to us, we got in. Rad got in there, and then 

we were overjoyed to learn that not only were they in 

there, but they were already working on the strip, and 

thE' reason they had sent up the red flare was to say, 

"liey. cut it out. Quit sending them in herE'. We've 

got too many. We can't handle any more gliders. They 

arE' CTacking each other up, and we've got all we need 

in here. The advanced people have gotten in, and the 

engineers are in here," because they were the first. 

"Thc-y are in here with their stuff. The combat teams 

have- fanned out in the perimeter, and they've got the 

place ~ecure, and everything is running great. This is 
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all we needed was the word, and all we needed was the 

radio." Then pretty soon they were able to patch up 

their radio that they had on the ground and got it 

working. We had a trailer that was .a complete radio 

sending station. We had two of them, and between the 

two, they were able to get one going. We were so over­

joyed that we went ahead with the plan. By that night, 

they said, "Send in three DC-3s, and here is what we 

want in those DC-3s. 0 What they wanted was stuff to 

make the airdrome better, the landing strip better. 

Some of the lights had been lost or something like that. 

They had the lights all set up, and they put the lights 

on, and over went our . first C·47s loaded and landed. 

Johnny always kidded me. He said, "We a!'ked for three, 

and Cochran sent 12." (laughter) So we sent the first 

12, and we said, ttttow about that?" They said, "Wait a 

little while, and then start them some more." Pretty 

soon we were in business. 

Every night after that we started pouring them in, and 

pouring them in, and pouring them in. Then the next 

night, we decided to hurry up the plan for another land-

ing to the south which was called ChowTinghee. We w~T~ 

flexible enough to mount that inva~ion thP following 

night rather than wait, and in we went with the force 
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into Chowringhee. Then that was the one that I think 

the first glider in was Jack Coogan. Do you remember 

Jackie Coogan, the kid movie star? Jackie Coogan was 

the great, great movie star as a child, and here he is 

now a glider pilot, and he's an air commando. He was in 

the assault force of the landing at Chowringhee, which 

was a repeat of our action into Broadway. 

Now as we went forth, of course, we kept pouring more, 

and more, and more people in there, and more firepower , 

moTe mules, more everything, and their column started 

to go out and get in place. They started to cut the 

roads and build more air strips. They would build more 

of what they called the strongholds, and they placed 

themselves in a strategic position so the Japs couldn't 

get by them. Then the Japs would come in and try to 

root them out. We would have three and four different 

battles ~oing at these different places, strategic 

situations, at various times, and they'd always build 

an air strip right alongside it. We'd bring in replace­

ments, and take out the wounded. We'd bring in supplies, 

we'd bring in ammunition, guns. We learned how to knock 

down pretty good~sized guns, then weld parts of them .... 
back to~cther, and build them back together to give them 

a better firepower to answer the Japanese who had brought 
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up pretty good-sized artillery. The Japs even brought 

up tanks to try to root them out of their emplacements 

where they were cutting off their military supply lanes. 

Then we came with our fighters and B-25s. You see, we 

had a squadron and a half, or two squadrons almost, of 

B-25s that we had acquired after we got over th~rc. 

Because they had 7Smm cannons in their nose. They w~re 

the B-25Hs, and they had a cannon i~ the nose, and we 

could use them. We actually put fighter pilots in them 

at first and then trained these other pilots, and they 

would strafe with those B~25 airplanes. They would use 

those guns just as though they were .so calibers. They 

could get two, and sometimes three, shots in their diving 

run, and they were firing cannon that supplied Wingate's 

ground forces with another piece of artillery. We would 

go over them and stay over them hour after hour after 

hour, and the Japanese then didn't dare fire a gun 

because we would see the flare of their guns, and then 

we would go down and shoot them apart. We became very, 

very effective, really close support of those folks that 

were pinned down in there and fighting darn near on all 

sides of them. But it was amazing what those people 

could dor The Britisher is a terrific soldier when he 

is dcfcndin~. They did some d~ed~ that w~rc ju~t 

astounding to watch, and the guts of those people. They'd 
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-· 
get pounded all night with artillery coming in, and in, 

and in . Then in the morning we'd be over them, and 

that would give them time because the Japs wouldn't fire 

while we were up there looking for them . Then we'd go 

down and try to knock them out of there . We'd knock out 

their forward position of artillery guns when we would 

find them. 

The British on the ground would spot them for us with 

smoke bombs, and they'd fire smoke bombs over and say, 

"Okay, now there is the bracket." Then our guys would 

find the gun and come down, _get in line, and ju$t pound 

the hell out of the Japanese ground things. It was 

quite a war, and it was a tough one. Then our L-Ss who 

now would be stationed, you understand, in behind 

Japanese lines at these various air strips. We called 

them hush pilots, but these were our liaison ~uys. and 

they were all enlisted pilots. We had 150 of them. We 

had a whole group. We had four squadrons of them, and 

they were run, of course, I think by three or four 

officers. The rest were enlisted men and, boy, they 

were the best soldiers you ever wanted to see in your 

life. They were dedicated, and they were good . They 

lived behind Japanese lines in that tough situation , 

because you're liable to be bopped by Japanese anytime . 
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Of course, they were protected. You tried to kcC'p them 

away, but that threat was always there. lie re you arc 

living behind Japanese lines and flying airplanes in and 

out of the strips, and they would collect the wounded 

at the immediate site, come into the big bases of 

Chowringhee or Broadway, off - load, and go back with a 

replacement and some ammunition, and bring out anotht" r 

wounded, and just keep on doing tha.t. Then the woundC'd 

would be collected. Then when the DC-3s came in at night 

with supplies or personnel or equipment. the wounded 

would go into the DC-3s, and that very night they would 

be back and taken from our bases to hospitals back in 

the rear. 

So Wingate's first request was more than adequately 

supplied, because we had a wonderful system of evacua­

tion of wounded. They not only didn't lie in the jungle 

anymore to die and have to be left to die, they were 

the best cared for guys in the business, and we got 

them out . They would get out the same day, and they'd 

be in hospitals. You know that we saved many, many - ­

well, thousands of lives. This was the work. the very 

neces~ary and very proud work, of those liai son ~uys, 

and they were very proud of themselves . By the way, 

they were the beloved of the British soldier. J 
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iemember when I would go in, and if I went in in a 

liaison airplane--if you were going in in an airplane, 

you had a load to take in, and you had a load to take 

out. I remember bringing one kid whose leg was all 

shot up. They loaded him in ny airplane, and I got him 

out. I've never seen such appreciation from that boy . 

He just thought I was the grandest thing he ever saw in 

his life. There were many instances where the kids on 

stretchers that were pretty well shot up would kiss the 

hands of the pilot after they brought them in, because 

they were so appreciative of what we were doing. We 

were mighty popular, by the way, with the British ground 

forces. We not only amazed them, but they were mighty 

proud to be associated with us, and a great camaraderie 

wa$ set up between the forces. We admired each other . 

Our air guys admired the guts of those people on the 

ground, and didn•t want any part of it. (laughter) 

You're aware, I'm sure, of an airman's idea of ground 

warfare. He thinks it's pretty stupid, albeit necessary, 

but we recognized the tough things that these people 

w~rc doing and willing to do. We answered it in kind . 

It was an inspiration to our men, I'm sure, because they 

were always conscious of how much tougher those men had 

it. and we were ready and willing to do almost anythin~ 

to help them and to make their jobs better and easier, 
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and I'm sure we did it. But the regular war went on 

then for months after we got those people in there. 

Then the job was to keep them in, to keep supplying 

them with firepower from the air, to become thC'ir air 

artillery, to become their supply line, t o h ecom~ th~ i r 

evacuation, their liaison, dreaming up new things. We 

began to spot targets that were in the jungle that they 

couldn't find, supply depots for instance, and we found 

that we had a capability that has since been used in 

recent wars of sending an L-S spotter over with a knowl­

edgeable ground person, one of their people, in the seat 

and search out in the jungle the target. Then fly right 

over it and spot it with smoke, and then have the fight Prs 

and the B-2Ss come in and just beat it up because' some• 

of their places were well camouflaged . But the area wa s 

known, but you couldn't find them from the air because 

the jungle cover was so complete. But getting down low, 

if you knew the general vicin i ty and you had a person 

there who knew the teTrain and knew where it was, you 

could mark it . Then you could go down and do a rPal 

good job once it's marked. We found that to be quite 

effective . We even found our liaison guys wanting to 

put small bombs on L-Ss. They started to do that . That 

didn't seem to be very effective, but they wanted to 

get right into the act. They could get right down low 
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on the deck and find targets that we couldn't see 

higher up, and they dropped some small bombs on them. 

Everybody got into that act. But now, having them in 

place, the ground warfare started. The Japanese came 

down and tried to get them out. We had such places, as 

I remember, one was ·called White City, and that was 

quite a sizeable stronghold. What it was, it was on 

high ground and it commanded the main road that was 

supplying the Japanese forces, you see, which were to 

the north facing Stilwell, up where Stilwell had built 

the Lido Road and was trying to come down from the north. 

The Japanese were up there holding him off. We were 

down south of them actually behind that front. So then 

the supply routes to that front were to the south on 

down toward Mandalay, and we were planted right in 

between their supply and their frontlines. Naturally, 

in order to keep that thing going in the north, they 

had to get us out of there. They didn't get us out of 

there. They stayed--! say us--they didn't get Wingate's 

forces out of there, and they stayed until the rainy 

sca~on. Then we pulled them out, or they started to 

march back . 

Now long about here, we ought to say that, naturally, 

our association with Wingate flourished. We had some 
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run-ins. one that has been written about rather often. 

Every book that's written about that campaign ovcT 

there, and just about everyone that's been written 

about Wingate by British authors, talk about one of 

our altercations, or our confrontations. I don't know 

if it's ever been clear, and I don't much care, hut 

what had happened was Wingate, of course, among other 

things, you can guess, was extremely ambitious. Now 

his efforts have paid off, and I would liken him a 

little bit, in a fond way, in a friendly way, I would 

liken him into the situation that caused Churchill to 

say of Montgomery, that he was "indomitable in dcfcnt 

and insufferable in success," or something of that sort . 

I'm paraphrasing. Well, now we have the opinionated 

strong-willed Wingate who now can say to his detractor~, 

"What the hell do you think of that?" He was wearing 

his success typically, and he wanted more of it. Having 

proven a point, and having proven his genius, he want5 

to now expand it and use it as a stepping stone and say, 

"Now listen to me, and I •11 take back this whole damn 

place for you. We have shown you how to do it now. 

Let's get going, really expand this, and run those 

Japanese out of here, and expand this on into China . 

I've shown you how to do it. Let's go." 
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C: 1 · know that was in his plans, because he used to talk 

to me about what we would do now that we had a good 

start. Now all we have to do is conclude it, and his 

plans were rather large. They made sense. But in his 

anxiety to prove his point, and to expand his authority 

and his capability, he wanted to bring in the RAF. It 

rankled him, it just aggravated him no end that he did 

not have the RAF support. There was not one RAF air­

plane in our doing. You see, that to a British commander 

who had to live in the British army and wanted to become 

a leader of British troops, naturally he would be 

aggravated that he didn't have the cooperation of his 

own air branch. They were there. They were to the 

north of us. It wasn't much. We never thought much of 

it, but there was a base of fighter airplanes to the 

north. I think the kindest thing I could say was that 

they were lackadaisical. They weren't conscious of any 

~reat war going on. As a matter of fact, the whole 

Indian army was the same way. The Indian army was large, 

but it didn't involve itself in this war at all. Isn't 

that amazing? Here they were. You know, the Japanese 

actually got into India. They got very close to our 

base at Hailakandi, and we were issued orders by the .... 
British· Army of how to form a "Kitchener Box." Can you 

ima~inc a modern airman being told that if his airdrorne 
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was overrun, to train your soldier to form Kitchener 

Boxes, and how to fight off the enemy? Why, we just 

laughed and said, "Kitchener Box, my eye. Why if 

those guys get that close, hey man, we got airplanes. 

We're mobile as hell, and we're going to load our stuff 

in the airplanes and get the hell out of here. We're 

not going to expose ourselves to any invasion of 

Japanese. If they come closer, you better, by God, 

tell us; and if you can't defend our airdromes, we're 

getting the hell out of them, because we're not going 

to fonn any Kitchener Boxes." 

good laugh over these orders. 

Naturally, we had a 

It seemed as though they 

were fighting the Boer War over again, and they thought 

that we ought to stand and fight. That was not in our 

plan, I can tell you. Our plan was to get our valuable, 

valuable equipment the hell out of there and ge t back 

so we could fight from another position and get our job 

done. 

Now, Wingate wanted to expand his success and build on 

it. In his anxiety to get the cooperation of the RAF-­

and I'm pretty certain this was his motivation. I can 

understand it, but I can't condone it. I never have. 
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-
C: lie, unbeknownst to us, made a plan in which the RAF 

could bring in Spitfires and land them at Broadway and 

work out of there as a base, as a close up, more sup-

port for him. He wanted to bring the British Air Force 

into it. I didn't want airplanes on that base, because 

all you are going to do--now we had a good situation. 

We were being able to hold it, and we were able to hold 

off the Japanese Air Force. We were fighting them all 

the time . We were making excursions into their terri­

tory, and they staged some aircraft, brought them 

forward to root us out of there, and start an air war. 

Our vigilance paid off, and Qne of our flights, in 

always keeping a good eye on their airdromes that were 

there that didn't have any equipment on them, was 

suddenly populated with a hell of a lot of aircraft 

that had been sent up to start battling us. We hit 

them the day they landed, and they weren't well emplaced, 

and we burned them out on the ground. We just had a 

field day, and we burned everything on the gTound. I 

don't know how many of those airplanes we got, hut it 

was well over SO, 60, 80. I don't know; I forget now. 

But we burned them out before they even got emplaced, 

and we were catching them before they could come in 

and ~et us. So we were caTrying on an aerial warfare 

and, really, we were supplying, or trying to effect, air 
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superioiity over our battle area. This we knew we must 

do. But we knew the Japs were coming in, and they had 

hit us in there. A couple of them got brave enough to 

get in our pattern at night and shoot down a couplC' of 

our C-47s that were coming in. They'd see the.a exhau~t flarC'~ 

at night and sneak upon them and hit them. We had been 

told that the Japs wouldn't fight at night. They were 

not capable. They didn't have that capability, but they 

had some brave ones that would attempt it and try to do 

it. They were sending raids in against us, and the 

worst thing to do would be plant fighters on that field 

in the daytime and have the Japs see them and come in 

there and try to get them on the ground. You're just 

waving a red flag at a bull. That's all there is to it. 

Anothe r airman has got to come in and get them out of 

there. 

Well, he did it, and lo and behold, there they were. 

And don't you know the Japs came in and got them and 

just about wiped them out . They got one guy who was 

just taking off. They got one on the ground . They had 

to come in and beat that place up, and those airplane5 .. 
drew them ; It was just like drawing flies. and this 

incensed me probably more so than anything ever had in 

my life. I felt that Wingate had bet.rayed me, and it 
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was a betrayal of trust. I just couldn't imagine that 

nan doing that to us after all we had done for, and 

with, him. I thought about Wingate, "the mutual trust 

that we have had with each other, and the things we 

have been through together, and criticism that we've 

taken in your behalf, and in our behalf, now you come 

along and do a thing like that." So I said, "ThE're's 

only one thing to do. 0 I said, "Johnny, let's go. 

Let's get in an airplane," and I took--I forget what 

member of my staff--but the appropriate members. I went 

to his headquarters and said, "I want a meeting. There 

is going to be a confrontation, and I would like whomever 

you wish on your staff to be there, because we're going 

to have this out." My temper got the best of me, I'm 

afraid, but I'm not sorry, because I think the situation 

required it. I had to be forceful with this forceful 

man, and I just let him have it. 

I told him that Johnny Alison and I hadn't been sent 

over there to support him because we were shrinkin~ 

violets or because we were babes in the woods. I said 

to him, and I remember the words very vividly, because 

1 was reminded of them so often since then, I can't .... 
forgct "thcm. But I told him if he wanted to double­

deal and wanted to start that, he would find that we 
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were masters at double-dealing. We would come in with 

the phoniest deck he ever saw in his life. I ~ aiJ, 

"You do that anymore and we're off you. We're capable 

of doing it, and I'm capable of doing it." I got all 

through my tirade, and I said, "You betrayed us . You 

did a thing you shouldn't have done, and you double­

dealt us. You undercut us . " He looked me strai~ht in 

the eye and said, "I did, didn't I?!' That jus t about 

cut me off~ Naturally, I was fuming, and I imagine my 

language wasn't good . I learned later that the office 

was not soundproof. It was in some kind of peculiar 

hangar as I remember it, a drying hangar of some sort, 

tea maybe, or something. The walls had ears, and I 

was told later that his whole staff and all the soldiers 

and everybody in the place heard my tirade. I'm afraid 

some of them copied it down, and I was accused later of 

having very bad manners . By those who didn't know the 

seriousness of it, I can see that I did sound like an 

arrogant Yank. But whether here nor there, we had 

certainly a little bit of a different relationship after 

that, but a good one, still a solid one; because we had 

it out. _Win1ate was man enough to sit right on the spot , 

and he sat down and brought in a man, and he used one of 

hi~ peculiar archaic words. He said to the man who had 

a poised pad and pencil, "Take a $Cree<l to the Prime 
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--
Minister of Great Britain." Then he started out an<l 

said to the Prime Minister, to Lord Louis Mountbatten, 

to General Slim, to General Marshall, to Gen~ral /\rn n1,: . 

and he went all down the list. He said, "I want tbi -. to 

go to them," and he read off a very concise signal of 

admission that . he had done it, that he had been wH' i• ;· , 

and that he wished he hadn't done it, and he apolo~ 1<. l! d. 

Now whether that ever got to the Prime Minist~r, or 

whether it ever got to Lord Louie, or whether it ever 

got to General Arnold, I don't know, but it ~ure wa s a 

good show. (laughter) He put on a good one, and it 

satisfied me, and I stormed .out a little bit placated . 

I got those Spitfires the hell off that landing strip. 

Now I must make a confession. We had been planning t<1 

put our P-Sls ~n that strip, but we were going to fl y 

them in late in the evening so the Japs wouldn't se~ 

them during the night, load them with bombs, and th~n 

do clo~e support in the early morning, and fly on back 

to the bases, and stay out in the daytime so they would 

not be seen. 

(End Side 1, Reel 6) 
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Now my anger in this situation, I'll have to admit, was 

fired a bit by another, I'll call it a disappointment. 

We had planned to put our P-Sls onto those strips, hut 

to hide them. We would hide them by <larkne~s. We woulJ 

land them at dusk, and then they'd stay there and be 

fueled and loaded with bombs and ammunition which Wl' 

had stashed in there foT this purpos~. Wt' had hu i It up 

a supply to service the fighter aircraft. We would 

bring, say, four or six in at a time, and they'd stay 

there at night. Then they•d take off in the ~arly 

morning to be over these targets. With their full fuel 

tanks, they would be able to stay over the targ~t mayhc 

an hour longer. It would just extend th~ capahility of 

our aircraft. It would be just like doubling our force 

over the point at which they could be effective, because 

they wouldn't have to fly the 150 miles in, and then do 

their job, and then fly the 150 miles back carryin~ 

their load. We would bring them in, top them off, fuel 

them up, load them, then they could stay over the target 

until the very last minute, and then go on home. \Ve had 

worked hard on this plan and built it properly. WE' had 

all the communicati~n situation set up so that the pcne-

tration groups who would be within 20 or 30 mile'~ or 
thi~ air base in thE' jungle, we would be an c- ff ec t i VC' 

weapon; we would be Tight at their hands. We learned 

280 

• 

• 



• 

• 

• 

COCHRAN 

to put our fighters right smack at the hands of the 

frontline guy, not the 150 or 200 miles away, so to 

speak; we had them right there. We thought this was 

quite a capability. It was a refinement of what we 

were doing. That was our plan. 'We wanted to be really 

the first ever in history where fighters are actually 

operating out of bases behind the enemy's lines. Now 

that had never been done that we knew of, and this was 

to be a first. 

Well, Wingate robbed us of that first. He robbed us 

partially of the surprise of plan by just arbitrarily 

putting fighters in there. I know what motivated him 

and that was his anxiety to bring in the British air 

forces to this action of his so that he could woo them 

to his side and extend his capability and his authority. 

I can't blame him, but he should have talked it ov~r. 

II<' <.lid not. But we went on then with the plan. and it 

worked well. We put P-Sls in there time and time again. 

It got to be a routine thing. But we never left them 

th~r~ to be potted at or seen the next day by Japanese 

aircraft. We didn't want to attract the enemy on to 

these places. They were too hard to hold as it was, 

and we didn't need their fighter5 comin~ over and beat ­

in~ us up anymore than they were doing. They were doin~ 
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it quite often. The folks in there were living under 

those conditions. They not only had the Jap soldiers 

on their perimeter, now they got them from the air. 

We didn't need it, and it was another thing we had to 

defend against. But that was the kind of action that 

went on now for several months until the rainy sea~on 

started to come upon us, and that was our withdrawal 

time. We were going to withdraw the troops out of 

there. The rainy season ends the fighting over there. 

We had accomplished our mission, and most of those 

people were to get out during the monsoons and come 

back and refurbish and then go back, and take lower 

down in Burma later. Myitkyina to the north had now 

been taken. The Japanese did have to withdraw. Stilwell'~ 

forces did start to come on down from the north to occupy 

the land in the area that we had taken. So our m1ss1on 

was completed. 

Now, along the way, I know we should talk about how 

Wingate was killed. I was on the air base one night in 

operations and a radio message . • . No, let me start 

earlier. I was to meet General Wingate and a couple of 

membeTs of his staff at my headquarters. I understood 

that he was oveT in Imphal. Imphal was a plain down in 

~ valley over the immediate ridge we wer~ hchind, and 
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it was just over the ridge of mountains that were about 

8,000 feet high, and then there was this plain, the 

Plain of Imphal. There was a British air base in there 

of sorts. There was a landing field; I don't believe 

there were any aircraft in there, but there was a 

British emplacement in there. We held the Imphal Plain. 

It was held because mountains surrounded it. You can 

see it on the map. It's that big. I understood that he 

had been into Burma at one of the emplacements, and he 

was coming back. He was going to have a m~eting in 

Imphal, and then he was . going to take off in one of our 

aircraft that was transporting him. He was to meet me 

at my air base, and we were to have a meeting that even­

ing. I was down waiting for his arrival, and he didn't 

come on time. I thought, "Well, that's logical." He 

didn't come, and he didn't come. Then I said, "Well, 

I don't know whether to wait. Maybe I got it wrong. 

T'm not going to wait around, Maybe he had engine 

trouble." So we had someone signal Imphal, and they 

said, "No." In fact, he had left. They gave the number 

of the airplane and the pilot, so I knew that they were 

right and he had left. 

Then 1 got a message fro10 one of our transport airplanes 

that was in the corridor going into Broadway. or one of 
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the places, a DC~3 at night. The guy's name was Di~k 

Benjamin, and Dick reported that he had just se~n an 

explosion in the hills. He said, "Doggone if I don't 

think that was an airplane." Because these are jungle 

mountains, jungle hills, completely covered, and there 

isn't any light out there or anything. He saw thi~ 

explosion on the ground. I remember looking at th~ 

officer that was with me and said, "Oh boy, now Wingate 

is in that area on his way in h.ere. That• s just ahout 

where he would be." So we told Benjamin to go and see 

if he could see anything more. He said, "Ye$, I see 

the fire. 0 I said, "Mark the spot the best you can." 

So he knew just about where he was, and he had it marked. 

He described it on the map. Then when he came hack from 

his mission, he had it on his map. 

Well, Wingate hadn't shown up. The airplane is overdue. 

It should have long been in, and we were pretty sure. 

The next morning in daylight we found that that was what 

had happened. The way we reconstructed it is that th~ 

B~25 had a pretty good load in it. The boy had taken on 

quite a few passengers out of Imphal, and although he 

wasn't overloaded, he had a good load. We established 

that he wa5 not overloaded, but he had a good enough 

load that if he lost an engine at that point and made 
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an error in keeping his good engine down, or somethjng 

that happened to him that quickly, he lost it and 

slammed the hill. We just about think it was something 

like that. We do not think that he just inadverte~tly 

flew into the hill in weather and wa-sn 't high enough 

and that .sort of thing. The weather was not a factor. 

He was not on instruments, I don't believe. I don't 

believe he was moon-blinded or anything and tipped the 

top of the hill, or got careless or what in the night. 

We believe that perhaps he lost an engine and didn't 

recover in time and spun in. But that was the demise 

of Wingate. Naturally, it was a terrible blow to us. 

It was a terrible loss as a vibrant, valiant person, 

but militarily it struck a blow. 

So we got ahold of Mountbatten's headquarters and told 

them in secrecy what had happened, and our orders were 

to keep quiet. They had to stop and think: "Should we 

Jet the enemy and our own people, even his own troops 

who revered him, know that he was gone?" They decided, 

11\fould you keep his death quiet long enough that a 

replacement control could be effected . for those troops 

who nrc now out on the end of authority? They are out ... 
on the ~nd of supply in a very precarious position, and 

knowing that their leader is with them and knowing what 
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he is doing is important, and it is tTagic whc-n you lose 

that inspirational person." They had to try to figure 

whether that should be done, and it was done for a time. 

Now we kept our mouths shut with difficulty, be~ause the 

crews and everybody kn~w that that airplane was gone. 

They began to get word that Wingate may have been on it 

from Imphal. They didn't know for a fact, and we tri~d 

to hush it. But it did give them and us breathing time 

to get General Lentaigne LMaj Gen W.D.A~7 in position 

to take over and to tell his immediate commanders and 

his staff and those brigadiers who were out there in th~ 

jungle facing the enemy that their leader had been lost, 

and that he was taking over--and plead with them to go 

ahead with their purpose and fulfill General Wingate's 

plan in his honor. This is what they did, finally. 

Then they finally told it to the world that he had been 

lost. So now our work was cut out for us, and we just 

got behind General Lentaigne, and we knew him well any-

how. We knew him as the fine soldier that he was and 

just got behind him. Although he was in no sense the 

flamboyant person, nowhere near the charismatic character 

that Wingate was, he was a solid, down-to-earth. well-

trained, experienced soldier, and he had character, too, 

of that kind. And that character pulled thE> thing 

• 

• 

through and fulfilled it. He had a couple month~ of war • 
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to go on with. He did it well, and the troops did it 

well. They went right on ahead doing their work, and 

we went on ahead doing 01Jr work, and kind of talked 

about making it a memory of that guy, and fulfilled our 

plan even though he was gone. We realized that none of 

us were indispensable, and we would have to go on if any 

one of us was gone. If I were gone, somebody would have 

to step right in and take over. We had that capability. 

Again, this was a well-trained, well-planned thing. I 

keep saying it, but into it was planned enough adapability 

that it could take blows lik~ this and quickly take mis­

takes or adversity, or whatever, and quickly adapt to it 

and r~pair the wound and go on. That's exactly what 

happened, and it was a very, very satisfying feeling to 

know that your troops and your soldiers were of that ilk 

and went forward. It was very, very gratifying. 

Then as the time of the monsoons approached, we had to 

plan on bringing those folks out of there. Some of them 

were to march out for tactical and strategic reasons. 

The presence was to be in there, but they were to march 

on back and be picked up elsewhere by troop carrier 

people. That wa5 not ouT job . We were to be withdrawn 

because the rains would come and our landing strips 
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would become mud; nature had intended to have rice 

planted in them, and they become quagmires. You could 

not operate on them. 

We had to plan and watch then for those times and not 

get caught. We had one tough rain where actually there 

was a couple of feet of water on the landing strip, 

and I thought, "Oh, oh, I've gotten caught . I waited 

too long." The British kept wanting more and more, 

and we kept wanting to protect those troops that were 

still in there, those columns that were still ln an<l 

were withdrawing. They were coming out, and we wanted 

to make sure they had the protection of our air people, 

and to keep the enemy off, and all that sort of thing- ­

and keep the supplies going. So we over-waited, and 

luckily that was just a forewarning. As soon as that 

air strip dried, we were gone. I wasn't going to make 

that mistake. We got out, out, out, and out. Then we 

started to rearrange ourselves. The plans were changed; 

we were to be a 6 months outfit and disbanded. But now 

we were too much of a force; we were too much of an 

entity. We were an institution now, and the plans were 

to build. three more along the same lines, a little bit 

streamlined, but a little bit different equipment, more 

personnel, and a more formal organization, and it was 
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-to become an air commando group. We got a group designa-

tion after awhile because we drove the lines of authority, 

or the lines of communications, bats because we didn't 

have a number. We weren't a group. We weren't anything . 

We were a task force. So they made us a group, assigned 

us a number--the number of the group which I forget. We 

never alluded to ourselves or thought of ourselves as a 

group . But then as they began to plan four more, and 

this would be a wing--we were to have a wing of four 

groups--it looked like. In doing that, we changed our 

ideas a little bit , and they were to be formed slightly 

differently. 

So those plans were to be done, so some folks had to 

stay. Many of the men, I remember, were disappointed 

that they weren't to be in and outers and back to the 

state~. They didn•t like India, which I think is under­

s tandable. I can say I hated the area. It wasn't a 

place that would i ncite any affection. I was ordered 

home. As a matter of fact, I had been ordered home 

earlier. I'll tell you an anecdote of that. But what 

we did wa~, I did say--and Stilwell got into this a 

little bit because, again, he was the theater ~uy. 
~ 

Again, here we are operating as tho~gh we were a separate 

entity and autonomous, and I started to give rules, and 
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Stilwell didn't let anybody gc home. You would have 

to be dead to get out of Stilwell's area. H~ didn't 

believe in it. You were supposed to stay over there 

and die. You could have malaria until you were out of 

your mind, and he wouldn't let you go home, a5 J rcmemhcr 

it. So I put forth my plan and got it approved that any 

one of the men in our outfit who had been--after all, 

you remember,we were volunteers and. now had been through 

a rather difficult 6 months or so--anybody who had been 

overseas this second time, and that was a lot of the 

pilots and a lot of the men. Anybody who had had a 

second or third overseas term was to go home. One of 

my motives in that was that I knew these folks were 

tired, and I knew some of them were on the verge of 

physical difficulties. So I weeded those out and was 

allowed to do that, and I sent those fellows home. I 

left enough to rebuild, and they were taken back into 

India to a place called Asansol, and the rebuilding 

project started . That was when Clint Gatey took over 

from me. I was brought back to the states and started 

through the briefing-debriefing process, and the assess­

ment, and the writings, and the planning foT the next 
. ~ 

batch of ·air commando groups. 
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--
C: There are two anecdotes that I wanted to put in here. 

One was, and you have asked me about this time that I 

was reported killed, and that the newspapers picked it 

up and it got in the newspapers in the United States, 

and got into my hometown paper. You can imagine the 

traumatic effect upon my family when the headlines 

announced that I had been killed. The way that came 

about, there were about 16 of us fighters, and we were 

over Mandalay. We had gone over with a couple of 

500-pound bombs on us, and we were after a very large 

supply depot that had been marked for us by intelligence. 

lt was just north of Mandalay, just on the edge of the 

city on a bend in a river there, and it was a lot of 

steel-roofed buildings in which the Japanese were stag­

ing their movements to the north. We were conscious of 

anythin~ like this that we thought might be coming at us, 

and we thought we would nip it off in the bud. We felt 

this was part of our job. 

So l had 16 aiTplane~ over that thing that day, and we 

made an error. We made a tactical eTror, an error of 

procedure. You would think that experienced airmen 

wouldn't do that, but we went about our business. We 

we re flying over it, and I said, "All right~ 1 've got the 

target spotted. I'm pretty sure, and I'm going to go 
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down and get as close ~o it as I can. But if anybody 

doesn't agree and sees the target, other than what I 

think is the target, then we'll talk about it. We will 

talk it over, ·and then decide which is which." Therc-

were several targets down there, and we wanted to mukc­

sure we got the right one. I wanted some help from 

other eyes, and 1 said, "I'll mark what T think i~ th<' 

target if I can get near it with my. load, and 1 '11 go 

on down with my flight. You guys watch that." So I 

went on down. They said, yes, they thought that wa~ it. 

So they started to peel off, and before I could get hack 

up and form an air cover, which was definitely my purpose, 

and which was routine procedure of anybody doing any dive­

bombing) the other guys, in our anxiety, we just forgot 

that we were liable to be jumped. As I started back up 

and was collecting my four guys, we got jumped by a 

horde of Japanese. They were all over us, and they had 

us. They had us low in climbing, and they were above 

us, and they knew what to do. They weren•t any kid~. 

I don't know whether we bumped into them or whether 

they bumped into us, whether they had tracked us, or 

what in the world, but those two forces met, and we had 

quite a skirmish over dear old Mandalay. We stood and 

fought, and it was my decision to make. J rcalizc-<l that 
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we were in a tough position. We were low, we were 

climhing, we didn't have our speed, and we were not 

collected properly. 

None of the flights now are intact, to form help for 

each other, and to properly attack this force that was 

after us. We had handed them all the advantages. So 

my judgment was to everybody, "Don't try to snatch 

victory from defeat." You know, I'm quoting Wingate 

again. I was in a terrible position. So I said, "Down 

and out." We weren't going to do any good by standing 

there and fighting. Fighter to fighter neveT does any­

thing. We had valuable fighters and valuable pilots, 

and this wasn't our true mission. Our mission was to 

support Wingate, and here we were doing a strategic air 

war thin~ that, yes, was within our realm; and, yes, we 

ought to keep them back so that they can't come up when 

we knew we were going to invade. "Keep the forces back 

from your invasion spot as much as you can, and try to 

hit them." We had found this depot at Mandalay, and we 

thouJ?ht that it pTobably wa~ a thre>at to our invasion 

which was upcoming. 

So I yelled, "Down and out." I gave the order. .,Every­

one of you!" I could hear the guys on the radio, and 
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their fighting, and their sayiri.g, "Look out, there's 

a guy on your tail," and all that ~ort of thing. Now, 

we did have a capability. We had P-Sls. We had enough 

altitude to roll it over, dive, and run away from those 

guys and get the hell out of there because we were out­

nwnbered, we were out maneuvered, we had handed them 

all the advantages, and we were fighting from a very, 

very bad position, with all the odds against us. They 

had Zeroes, an airplane that could outmaneuver us, and, 

boy, I'm conscious of maneuverability. I said, "SpePd 

is maneuverability in this case, down and out. 1 ord<•r 

you, every guy, break it off, stop it, and get out of 

here . " Well, I didn't know what was happening to me, 

and I could still hear guys fightin~, and fighting. I 

kept saying, "Get out of here," but I thought they were 

still fighting and fighting, so I stayed over the target. 

Boy, I was turning, diving, rolling, and giving ordPr~ 

and trying to regather s~me kind of ordet out of this 

thing that had happened to us . 

So then I began to ~ollect . I started calling my leaders 

and saying, ''Where are you? How many you got? ATC! you 

on your way home?" "Yes." I was counting noses. I 'd 

~ay, "Where are you?" He said, 11Well, I'm north, and 
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I'm out of it, and I'm heading home. 11 I said, 11Are you 

all right?" He said, "No, I got some holes in me." 

"You're going to make it?" "Yes, yes, I'm going to make 

it." I said, "All rigllt, stay north. You know where the 

areas are that will be the safest." We knew where to go 

if you had to go down or had to jump. ttTry to get back 

to Imphal. Try anything you can." 

"R. T. Smith, where are you?" "I'm having a hell of a 

time. I'm all shot up, my engine is missing, and I'm 

overheating." I said, "Oh heavens, R. T., hang on to 

it. Hang in there and get it in there. Any enemy around 

you?" "No, I'm free of it. I'm all right." "So-and-so, 

where are you?" Well, then, somebody called me, and 

said, "Where are you?" I said, "I'm over the target. 

I'm trying to get you guys to get the hell home. Get 

out of here." They said, "All right, we' re on our way." 

Then here I am, I'm over the target . What had happened 

is, as they started to the west home, naturally, the 

Jap~ followed, trying to pick them off. They were 

[ollowjng and following, and it suddenly dawned on me 

that now I'm over the target, and now the enemy, having 

followed tJte main part of my flight, are there between 

me and home. I'm going to have to run the gauntlet. So 

I thought, "Well, I'll make that." So I started on the 
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course toward home wide open and giving it all it had. 

I said, "Well, I'm just going to head straight for hom<', 

a beeline." There they were. They kept coming at me>, 

and I went by the first one. He wasn't in a position 

to come down on me, but he made a turn onto mt.·. Rut I 

knew I was going to outrun him. Then one guy got ahol<l 

of me. He was above, and he had the speed . lie. got down 

with me, and I kept using what altitude I had to gain 

more speed on him, because l was pretty sure I could out­

run him . Supposedly, I could outrun any Jap airplan<' 

there was; they weren't supposed to be that fast. T 

thought, "Unless he has something new we didn't know 

about, I'm going to outrun him." I had decided that I 

wasn't going to stand and fight him. I wa s going to get 

out of there. So I just kept on going, and kept on 

going, getting lower, and lower, and lower, and he kept 

on coming. But I could tell I was gaining on him. He 

got close enough to fire at me, but he was not effective . 

I just had it to the firewall, and I just pressed it, 

and before we were through with this chase (lau~hter), 

I was running like a scared rabbit. I admit, it i~n't 

terribly brave. You don't do that in the storybook~. 

You turn around and start fighting this fellow. Hut 

that wasn't in my mind at the time. I had made enou~h 

errors that day. and had enough discouragement in what 
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we had done, that I was going to use my speed and live 

to fight another day, supposedly, and I wasn't going to 

match airplanes with that guy down at that low altitude, 

because I figured he could outmaneuver me. I was going 

to get away from him. I was actually down on the deck 

and was using trees. I would hop trees and then go be­

low them to keep out of that guy's gun range, and 

finally just outran him and kept on going home. (laughter) 

I got away from him because he didn't have the aircraft 

that I had. I had a P-51 which, at that time, was a 

pretty fast airplane. But I'll tell you, I was terribly 

disappointed in its speed that day. It wasn't anywhere 

near as fast as its book said it was, because I had it 

wide open. I was shoving with my feet getting out of 

there. 

Now during that fracas, I beard a conversation between 

two of our pilots, and one of them was a kid named 

Forcey, and I forget who talked to him. I couldn't 

hear very well the other end of the conversation, but 

I heard Forcey say, "No~ I think Cochran was in that 

airplane on fire that went down, and I didn't see any­

body get (Ult of it." Now piece that together. Someone 

had said, "Where is Cochran? Have you seen Cochran?" 

I was the leader, and heTe I was talking on the radio 
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trying to gather them, and our radios weren't jivinA. 

I didn't hear the question, but I heard the nn sw~r, 

"No, I believe Cochran was the guy that wa s goi ng down. 

He was on f i re, and I didn't see anybody get out of it . " 

I said,"I'll be damned if that was me. I'm s t ill here, 

and I'm not in a very good position. I'm over the tar­

get, and I got three of them on me. I'm running, but I 

am still at it. That wasn't me that went down . 11 They 

said, "Oh . " Now, a guy I knew very well by t he namr of 

Terry /navid D., Jr~7 who was a colonel from Baton 

Rouge, Louisiana, and I had known him when he was at 

Langley in my younger years. Terry was about 100 or 200 

miles north of us. He had an outfit up ther e , and I 

think they were P~4 7s, if I'm not mistaken . He had an 

outfit up there in the northern part of India , and his 

radio on skipped distance, I suspect, picked up that 

conversation, and he heard Forcey say, "No , that was 

Cochran in that burning airplane ~ and I don't think he 

got out." Terry picked this up- -my friend --and knew 

that I was down in there, and heard that conversation. 

When he came back, he said, "l just heard on the radio 

that Cochran went in. He .... i s lost. " Well, naturally, 

tht:>y had journalists up there, and this man had heard 

it on the radio. He had to report it, so he reported it 

in his debriefing, and this got into the channels . lt 
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--
got back down to the newspapers in New Delhi, and it 

went out on the wire. Of course, I didn't know any 

part of this. We came limping back, disgusted with 

ourselves. I have never seen a group of fighter pilots 

so disgusted with themselves. We berated ourselves and 

each other. I know that many of the pilots felt that J 

was wrong, that I should have stayed and fought and that 

sort of thing. I felt that they had not followed proper 

procedure in having a good half of your force as an 

aerial cover, and I criticized them and myself for that. 

I criticized their leader for not having trained that 

into them. I wasn't the fighter leader. I criticized 

myself for taking over a mission of that size. I 

thought it was proper, I thought that I was capable of 

doing it, but I was a leader imposed upon fighter pilots 

that weren't used to following me. They were used to 

following their squadron commander. I had injected my· 

self into that, that I thought that was proper. We ran 

over all of our mistakes. We openly criticized each 

other. I allowed them to·-not allowed them-·(laughter) 

l'll say I may have permitted it, but I wanted them to 

criticize me, and not have any rancor, and to come out 

with it. We did~ We berated ourselves and said, "By 

God, this w il 1 never happen again." We had been com­

placent, we hadn't been watchful, we had ~Otten careless, 
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and we had gotten beat. I explained to them that it 

was my judgment that it was a bad place to fight from, 

we had everything against us, and the wisdom of the 

situation that was called for was to get the hell down 

and out, and that's the order I gave. I resented them 

not obeying it immediately, standing around and fightin~. 

I couldn 1 t blame them, but in this instance they should 

have obeyed. Then they did obey ~h~ order, and they <li<l 

get down and out. As I remember, I think we lost three 

men that day. I know one of them was killed right then . 

That was the burning airplane, ~nd that was my No. 4 man. 

He was not looking, and he was trying to form onto--my 

wingman was already on me. My second element leader was 

coming into position, and he was trailing, and they got 

him right then and there before I could break . I hroke 

as I saw him getting hit. I broke and turned and took 

a couple of shots at them, and we were all try]ng to 

wipe each other's tails. I remember going across the 

second element that was forming and trying to get rid of 

people that were converging on them, because we were 

sitting ducks. When I saw the sitting-duck situatio~ . 

I thought, "This is stupid. Get out of here." 1 wasn 

about to defend my pos ition. I just told them that 

seemed to me to be the thing to do, and after all was 

the ~uy that was there to make the command, and I did it. 
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C: As I say, we berated each other, we knew we had made an 

error, and we said we were not going to do that ever 

again . We collected ourselves and got over it. But we 

felt the loss. We had been defeated by the enemy, and 

we didn't like it. We were bound that we were going to 

get that back; 

Now that little fracas ended up in my being grounded. 

Because I had been briefed and was aware of all the 

invasion plans and everything, and then part of the 

architect of these plans, it suddenly dawned on Lord 

Louie and Wingate that if I were to get in the hands 

of the Japanese it would certainly compromise the whole 

situation so that it would have to be called off. Realiz­

ing that they were right, I ungraciously accepted the 

~rounding. I was never to fly anymore in enemy territory, 

and realized that that was wise. So from then on in, I 

wasn't allowed in the territory, because it just wasn't 

prudent to have my mind running around back there with 

the plans in it. Even if you were able to resist torture, 

which no one knows whether he will be able to do unless 

he's confronted with it. They would have to decide that, 

in fact, they had gotten the whole plan out of me. When 

the plan is compromised, you got to give it up. So I 

was forbidden from then on in to fly combat. I respected 
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that for quite awhile, at least until it wouldn't be 

any longer so final if I were shot down and captured. 

Now that word went out, of course, and I didn•t realize 

it at all until I received a teletype from the Air Force 

headquarters to me, asking me if I were, in fact, <l~au. 

Now, this becomes one of those peculiar requirement~. I 

was still the couunanding officer and the message had to 

read: To Cochran, from Stratemeyer. for Cochran, some­

thing of that nature. Being the commanding officer, it 

still had to come to me, and they weren't sure. Then it 

said, "Verify or refute Cochran's death today. Signed 

Stratemeyer.u Boy, I fired it back, "Hell no (laughter), 

I am not dead." Well, I realized they must have heard 

it some way, and that it was all over. Boy, I th.ought, 

Holy mackerel, my folks, my family back in the stat<'~. 

As remote as they were, it came into my mind, "Good 

heavens, this is going to get around." So I jumped in 

a P·Sl and beat it back to headquarters. I forget 

whether it was Calcutta or New Delhi. Calcutta, I guess. 

I went charging back there and jumped out of the airplane , 

because my plan was . this: "All right, I can tell the mili-
• 

tary, and ·they can cable on ahead that l wasn't dead, but 

that isn't going to get to my family vt"ry quickly. and 

it will never really be published." I thouj.tht, My goodnC'ss, 
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if tha~ has gotten to the newspaper, then the newspaper 

guys are the guys to stop it. If they have already 

written the story to that effect, then they are the ones 

that better iJD11ediately . They could get through 

fast, faster than the Army or my cable. Of course, I 

cabled General .Arnold right away diTectly, which I was 

supposed to do, that it was not true. Then I went right 

directly to headquarters and I said, "Let me get to the 

AP, and the UP, and all those guys quickly." You can 

imagine people meeting me on the street or in the halls 

that knew me that had just heard the day before, or 

2 days before, that I was dead and accepted it, and here 

I am walking along. There were some funny looks. I did 

reveal to the press that, in fact, "Look, here I am. 

That's a mistake. For heaven's sake, will you get through 

quickly? Please get to the Erie Daily Times, whichever 

one of you that's in that business and in that syndicate 

or press association. Get word, please, will you? Just 

in plain, clear English as fast as you can." They did 

that . The Chief of the Air Force's office, upon getting 

the cable quickly, got ahold of my family and reassured 

them right in the middle of the night that, in fact, it 

was not irue. But they had a pretty bad day, a pretty 

b3d 12 hours, which says that I was killed. l have seen 

that headline in later days. So as you've said, it's 
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like Mark Twain. I think he had been reported dead, 

and didn't he say the news of my death has been cx'trcm<.'ly 

~verrated or something like thati What was that? W~ll, 

anyway, it was terribly inaccurate ·and one of thosC' 

peculiar things . . 

I have one final question I'll ask 

C: Before lunch? 

H: Yes. Wasn't it kind of peculiar that you hein~ the 

commander of this particulaT task force that you weren't 

put up to star rank to be more in line with what the 

British had? You know there was always a sen s ihility 

during the war of having too low a ranking American work­

ing alongside a ranking Ally. I have heard this any 

number of times. 

C: I have heard of it, too . I heard i t at the time, and 1 

believe I am accurate in sayin~ I think it was contem­

plated and just never got done . I think, in all humility~ 

that General Arnold had this in mind, and that it just 

never quite jelled. We weren't terribly sur~ of th~ 

permanence of this task force, and it was going to end 

rather quickly . I know l~ter on that General Arnold 
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tried to maneuver me into a position that required the 

star. I was aware of that; I couldn 1 t help but be. But 

at the time people talked about it. They talked to me 

about it. But that wasn't my business. It was none of 

my business, and I didn't question it. As I remember 

now, perhaps I shou1d have wondered, but it didn't occur 

to me that that was proper, and I was doing my job, and 

so what the hell? Who needed a star to get my job done? 

I think that was kind of my attitude. Actually, Wingate 

talked to me about that. He told me one time as we were 

walking along, in one of our conversations, that he had 

recommended it. I said, "Isn't that rather odd coming 

from a BritisheT? Why wouldn't we let somebody of my 

own recommend it?" Well, the theater wasn't about to 

recommend it, and I don't blame them. They were limited 

in the number of brigadier ranks that they were able to 

own or to fill, and there wasn't one there. They weren't 

~oing to use up one of their valued spaces in their 

organizational setup. They weren't going to give up one 

of those spaces for this outlander who had come in and 

was superimposed upon them. You remember now, I'm a 

thin~ apart. We're a task force, and we are superimposed 

upon them, and they aren't about to bestow one of their 

limited number of general grade vacancies to an outlander 

who didn't really belong to them. And I insisted that 
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I didn't belong to them, you see. So they left hands 

off, so it didn't come from the theater where it should 

come from. Now it could have come from headquarters. 

but I suppose they felt that maybe that wasn't pToper. 

(End Side 2, Reel 6) 

H: Would you discuss why parachuting wasn't the element 

considered in place of the gliders in your planned 

operations at Picadilly and Broadway? 

C: Yes. Well, one of the obvious things that comes up is 

that paratroopers are limited in what they can carry 

with them . They can carry their own personal weapons 

and a few support hwiks of supply that they can hang 

on them, but they certainly can't take in heavy fire­

power, and they certainly can't take in equipment to 

build a runway, an air strip, that sort of thing. Jn 

other words, they are limited to what they can carry 

on their own body, and therefore their effectiveness 

is limited both firepower-wise and work power-wise. 

So the only way we could have used paratroopers~-and w~ 

thought about this--would be the assault people that 

went in an~ secured the area . We could have dropped a 

hell of a lot of infantry soldiers into that ar<':I to 
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secure it . Then we would have had to come in with the 

gliders, because the gliders would have to carry the 

equipment in there to fulfill our requirement and that 

was to, number one, make a stronghold, a secure area, 

in which we would build a landing strip, and then come 

on in with the thousands of men, and paratroopers can't 

do that. The paratrooper method is extremely limited. 

We needed a greater capability, so we used the gliders. 

H: Would you like to continue with what we were discussing 

earlier in relation to why a general officer wasn't 

placed in charge of the air commandos? 

C: Ye~. I can't reconstruct the thinking of that time to 

really factually lay anything out · on that. I was getting 

along with the rank I had, and 1 suppose maybe there 

wasn't any requirement. Now I know that it was contem­

plated. I was told it was contemplated . After I got 

back to Washington, and had some rest, it was in General 

Arnold's mind that I was ~oing back to that theater, and 

that a couple of more air commandos were coming over 

tl1erc, and that I suppose he had the thought that I would 

be in cha1'.ge of them. After l had been re~ted up at 

Pawling, one of our Air Force rehabilitation centers, 

and was about ready to get back into action, I know that 
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General Arnold intended to send me back to India. I 

also know, because he told me in no uncertain t~rms, 

that he had suggested to the theater that I was to como 

back out, and that he had gotten the answer that they 

didn't have an op~ning· for an officer of my talents. 

They didn't say rank, but what they were hinting at, 

what was underlying it, was--I'm sure of this-~that 

General Arnold would figure that I would go out and 

would, in fact, fulfill a position in theiT table of 

organization of the one-star rank, the brigadier gcn~ral 

rank. Their answer was that they didn't have such an 

opening, and the inference that I took was, they didn't 

want me back out there. My attitude was that I thought 

they were right. I didn't blame them in the least. I 

know that General Arnold's attitude was one of pique. 

He was displeased with their answer, and he allowed me 

to see his displeasure of that situation wh~n I wa~ in 

his presence, and he was telling me about this. He said, 

"All right, they don't want you; you are not going. We' 11 

find some other job for you." That was fine with me, 

and I wonder sometimes if I could remind "Bozo" MC'Kee 

!General William F.:.:T if he would remember the situation 

where General Arnold took a small pad of pap~r and 

penciled a note on it to General McKee, and it said on 

• 

• 

it, "Find Cochran a good job,•• and signed it "H. H. A." • 
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as was his wont. He said, ·~eTe, take this up to 

Genera] McKee and tell him I sent you." So in the mean· 

time, I guess he made a call, and so when I got up in 

the Pentagon, I went up to General McKee's office, and 

I saw my friend Bozo. I handed him this note, and w~ 

kind of had a chuckle. Bozo's question was, "Well, now 

what the hell does your personal personnel officer want?" 

We laughed. He was chiding me a little bit that, oh 

you know, I was kind of Arnold's· project, a littli: hit 

of teacher's pet kind of thing. Although it wasn't said 

unkindly, it was a joke between the two of us, hecau5e 

here is the Chief of the Air- Fo·rce telling his Chief of 

Personne-1 to get a good job for an indi vidua 1 off icc~r . 

It just wasn't the thing to do. I suppose mayhe Bn!o 

knew why I wasn't going back to India, and maybe he 

didn't, but here came the note that said, "Get Cochran 

a good job." So McKee said, 0 What do you consider a 

.J!OOJ job? .Just what do you have in mind?" 1 said, 

"I'll tell you what I consider a good job. I'll t:ikc a 

couple of weeks' leave, OT a month's leave, and 1 'm going 

to New York and raise hell." He said, "Get out of hPre . 

You're gone. 0 So that's what I did. I ju~t went on 

leave agaill, and headed straight for New York, it seems 

to m~. ·I don• t know whether the races ·were on, or ~hat 

was on, but I felt that I could have some fun in N~w 
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\ :: ·,·k until something came up. I just got out of his 

h ~i r. That' s a joke , because Bozo didn't havC' an y 

hai r . But he was gl a d to get rid of me, an<l I wa!" Al ad 

~o get out. I t was a peculiar ::;ituation, and I 1· 1111Jd11 1 t 

~~t aNl ther e a nd say, "I want this job," or "J want t ha t 

job, '' or wha te ver I wanted. But 1 had in mind that \d1:1t 

I wa1; t< d was hack ove r to Burope, but l wantC'<l to gt't 

uut f rom unde r this direct control, and I would have 

:H:C'n very happy to get back i nto the fighter husine~s 

over in Engl and. I still wanted that, in a way . So T 

was on leave f or about 3 days, and I got called back . 

· ii ~ w11 ;-; when General Arnold dec ided t ha t he did, in 

.!. ; -. l t, have a job for me that he wan•·n d done. l was AO i n~ 

~ ~ he 5ent t o Europe , and I was going to be placed on th e 

P ;ins Staf f of th~· t: irs t Allied Airbo:n e Army. I t was 

t ·~ Ii <:- my job, without anybody else knowing or guessing 

~ · · 1 t~ rting an y unpopular ideas, to fi gure a way t o an 

:11
' riol invas ion in Europe, an aerial invasion o f Germany, 

1 ~hou~d ~ay. Evidently, there had been thought of thi ~ 

~ ~fore , an d there had been thought of us ing air - landPd 

.ipah ility, air-lande d supply forces . t ·o sort of lc:'ap -

f:·-. ,g tan!< forces and infantry forces . He cxplaint'd to .. 
m~ an idea that wasn't exc~ptionally cl ear, but it wa ~ 

a l eapfro~ idea where you would air drop, or air land, 

a f orwarJ po s ition. Then the infantry and the military 
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would ~atch up to it, and then you would go forward 

again. It was a paratroop idea. it seemed to me. 

We discussed that sort of thing. But he said he wanted 

me to go over there, and without ruffling any feathers. 

and without causing any disruption, to find out a plausible 

way to invade Germany by air, based upon what we had done 

in BuTma. 

The reason he brought the idea forward head on, it had 

been already tried and sug~ested, and it was exceptionally 

unpopular. The idea was gettin~ no attention and no 

acceptance in Europe. The commanders over there, and the 

people over there, were terribly busy at their own johs. 

They had their nose to the grindsto~e, and they were not 

at all receptive to any new ideas. They just wanted to 

be let alone to do their work. However, GPneral Arnold 

explained to me that it was his hope, and it was in his 

mind, that an air invasion might not only be necessary, 

but it ought to be done. I also was informed that General 

Marshall was of the opinion that an aerial invasion was 

called for, and, in fact, this war ou~ht to end up with 

an aerial invasion capability, that an air invasion was 

the com~ng thing .. There wa~ some thought of that . 
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C: Also, commingled here was the thought that oft is 

expressed, that the next war always begins the way the 

last war ends up. World War I brought forward tank 

warfare and some limited· air war. The next war started 

as a tank war; there wasn't a horse to be found. The 

horse was a big part of World War I, cavalry, field 

artillery. The tank took over. World War I ended up 

with the tank idea, and so World War II started with the 

tank idea and with the air idea. There were those who 

thought World War II should end up as an aerial invasion 

innovation, and that probably the next wars would be air 

invading wars. All of those things had a part of this-­

nothing positive--except General Arnold could foresee an 

aerial invasion of Germany that would preclude the 

agonizing, arduous advancement across France and the 

lowlands up across Holland, and in the invasion of Germany, 

and up from below. It was wondered, logically, "Wouldn't 

an air invasion hasten the end of the war, and make the 

tough, tough ground action--the World War I kind of ground 

action--creepinR forward and forward, the lines, and all 

that sort of thing, wouldn't it make that unnecessary, if 

in fact you could invade a country that was as strong and 

as defensible as Germany?" Could you do that? His mind 

was searching for that. I was told that General Marshall's 

mind was searching for that. Then of course I was, in no 
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un·certain terms, informed that it was not a popular idea 

with the command in Europe. Therefore, my work was to 

be not right out in the open, but it was to be as thorough 

as I could be, to learn everything I could and to discuss 

this kind of thing perhaps with General Patton, who 

evidently was ·known not to be against this soTt of thing. 

I think General Patton had expressed an interest in this 

forward supply that he would get. Maybe it was he who 

had accepted and wanted to further the idea of the leap­

frogging, because Patton had already proven to everyone 

that he liked to go forward with tank columns and get on, 

on beyond his supply capability. He wanted someway for 

them to catch up with him. We had seen him do that, even 

after this time that I'm speaking of; I had seen him do 

it in Africa. This was his innovation and it was some-

thin~ that he wanted to do. His trouble was that the 

supplies weren't there when he got out as far as his 

tanks could go. There wasn't anything there to resupply 

them and to hold the area·-the infantry--to hold the area 

so that they could continue and do their work. They 

would have to turn around and come home to be serviced, 

and their flanks were vulnerable. 

So I was also told by General Arnold that Patton would 

be a good person to talk to, and I was to proceed and 
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make those arrangements. I know that General Arnold 

told General Brereton /~ewis H~7, who was the Command]ng 

General of the First Allied Airborne Army, what 1 was 

about and what I was up to. We didn't tell anybody be­

low him because it wasn•t necessary. I could operate in 

his command in a normal factor, and nobody had to know 

what I had in mind, at first. Then I was to see what 

the climate was and then start planning such an animal 

to see if there was a plan for a logical execution of 

an aerial invasion. 

I know that General Spaatz knew what I was up to, and I 

know that General Vandenberg knew what I was up to. Then 

of course they didn't know in detail, but they knew that 

I was there at General Arnold's request and order, and 

that I had been placed there to do a special job, to 

look into this situation, and I did that veTy thing. 1 

got into the plan bu~iness with the First Allied Airborne 

Anny, and I started to learn their business. I started 

to study the European situation. They briefed me exten­

sively . I learned how the troops were deployed, and 

what the Germans were up to, and some of their strength~ .... 
and so forth. Then I started to study with guys on the 

staff, on that plan staff. 1 started to study area$ of 

Germany that might lend themselves to an area that could 
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be secured by a lightning strike so that you could start 

to pour in, in fact, an aerial invasion, and could it 

be held? I started to look at the area of the Kassel 

valley, the valley in which Kassel, an industrial city, 

was placed, and I noticed that it lent itself to the 

idea. It was a place to start, so we started to study 

the Kassel valley, and I began to tell the guys on the 

staff what kind of an idea I had, and they were intrigued. 

We said, "Let's study it." So we launched a study on 

the Kassel valley. Then, in the meantime, I wanted to 

fulfill the wish of General Arnold and talk to Patton. 

So J left my headquarters and went forward up near where 

the closeup aiT bases were, and I got with General Hoyt 

Vandenberg, who was in command of the Ninth, and I told 

him what I was up to. Now this is the same General 

Vandenberg, of course, that got me into the air commando 

business in Burma much to my chagrin. He knew that 

GcneTal Arnold would not send me on a wild-goose chase, 

that J did have a purpose, and I explained it to General 

Vandenberg of what my assignment was, and that it would 

help me to talk to General Patton directly. I couldn't 

~o through a whole bunch of commands, and so forth, to 

do this in a formal way with General Patton. I wanted 

to know the plausibility and the feasibility of, in fact, 

an aerial invasion because, again, the basic idea was, 
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we could secure an area into which General Patton's 

armor could dash, and run, and have the tactical air 

forces which now had learned how to protect his flanks, 

O. P. Weyland's outfit. He was the .protector of Patton's 

flanks, and Patton always told that to people. "0. P. 

Weyland takes care of my flanks." He could run, mH.1 h<.' 

would run into a secure area where we could supply him 

with the infantry that he needed to .hold the area, and 

make it safe. Then we could load in the supplies that 

his tank force would need and, lo and behold, we would 

have a big bridgehead right smack in Germany, and we 

would be behind their front which was on the Rhine at 

the Ruhr. Later, they were talking about flanking the 

Ruhr, or would you hit it head-on, or what would you do? 

They were planning this thing of crossing the Rhine. It 

looked like it was going to be a terrific confrontation, 

and the casualties and the losses would be horrendous. 

We said, "Why not rear the Ruhr? Why not get Patton 

around in behind it and supply him with an area that was 

a hundred times as big as the stronghold that Wingate 

built in Burma? Make it a large stronghold, the whole 

Kassel valley, and pour enough troops in there, enough 

infantry, and enough artillery, and enough tanks to hold 

the area. Then build it, and build it with th~ hi~ge~t 

aerial inva~ion anyone ever ~aw, and use cv~ry airplane 
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the Air Force could find and just launch a massive, 

massive effort, and make it the deciding effort, the 

final effort. What it would have done was, get behind 

the German front that was facing us at the Rhine, get 

in behind the German front that was facing us at the 

Rhine, get in between them, and go on to Berlin, and 

leave them cut off and surrounded. They couldn't come 

back, and they couldn't come forward. Very, very 

ambitious planning. I effected the meeting with General 

Patton, through General Vandenberg's, General Doolittle's·, 

and General Spaatz's efforts, because they were going up 

to meet Patton at 0. P. Weyland's place at the time of 

an operation. It was called "Operation Tink." It wa!' 

an operation in which the B-17s, the Strategic Air Force, 

was in fact used as a tactical air force, where they were 

going to blast their way through the German line, and 

Patton was going to run through the area. Now that's 

another story and another maneuver. But Operation Tink, 

I think wa~ its name, was to come off, and that was 

0. P. Weyland's wife's name. They were down there for 

that rea~on, and they said, "Now you come along, and 

this is where you're to meet up with Patton." 

~o at a dinner party in O. P. Weyland's quarters, I was 

introduced to General Patton by General Spaatz who 
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understood that I had a mission that I was sent on by 

General Arnold and that it could be brought foTward or 

progressed quickly if I could speak to Patton nnd <'xpl11in 

to him the plan. So I met Patton that night. We had 

drinks together. Of course, he didn't know it, hut I 

had been over him down in Africa, and that 1 was the ~uy 

with the P-12s that they didn't have enough of. I told 

him that I had been sent over to communicate with him, 

and propose to him this aerial invasion idea, that it 

hinged upon his acceptance of the proposition that, ye$. 

in fact he could make a dash in there, and that it was 

feasible, that if we had a secure place at the end of 

it to supply him, that he could pour in th~re. I ex­

plained that this would be a joint venture, and it would 

be an aerial invasion of sorts with hi~ advancing on into 

it. 

Now, of course, I knew that this was his proclivity. 

This was his nature; this is his long suit, and I knew 

I was playing to his long suit. That's obvious. It 

was obvious to him, and he had kidded me before our 

discussion as we sat down. He had ordered drink~ for 

u~. We sat on a stairway, by the way. off from th~ 

other people where no one could hear us, and where we 

were private. That was a safe room. We could have said 
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an.ything in front of anybody, but we had a discussion 

off from the other officers that were in the house. 

He said, "Oh, you're the guy that knows all about that 

air stuff, that air invasion stuff. You're that guy in 

Burma?" I said, "Yes;" that I did in fact know quite a 

bit about it, and that it was a limited field because 

not much had been done on it; therefore, I said, "Just 

because there are only a couple of us around, it ends 

up I'm the expert away from home." I told him we had 

some ideas and that General Arnold had sent me to seek 

out any ideas that could be brought to bear on the idea 

of an aerial invasion of Germany, and that I had a 

proposition, and ! ·wondered what he thought of it. So 

we talked about it, and he liked it. He said, "That's 

a hell of a good idea. Now let•s get going on this, and 

I want you to ~et with my Chief of Staff tomorrow. I 

want to talk to my guys about this, so they can start 

thinking. They'll start planning it, and you get it 

through their heads. and I'll tell them." He said, 

0 And by the way, I'm going to show you how this war is 

fou~ht. 1 want you to meet me at 7 o'clock tomorrow 

morning, a.nd I'm going up and get shot at, and you•r~ 

~oing with me. 11 He said, "l will show you how we fight 

thi~ war on the ground. 11 I said, "That is all right with 
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me. I would like to see that." I told him that I had 

never seen anything like that. I had never seen a real 

battle, that I was an air guy. I was always ahove thc-m, 

and I didn 1 t think much of the ground work, anyhow, <rnd 

I was going up to. look· for myself. So I met him the. 

next morning, hangover and all, and I did meet his Chief 

of Staff. I did talk to them about the plausibility of 

this idea. They accepted it, and didn't think there wa~ 

anything strange about it. They just thought it was a 

hell of a good idea. They were of that mood. They wcr~ 

audacious people, too, you know. They said, "Yes, that 

could be worked. You bring that off, and that would he 

something." 

So I did go forward, and I saw General Patton do one of 

his acts which I found later, and had read about, he 

used to do occasionally. He would go right up to the 

very front where the enemy was right over there about 

where you can see him across that ridge, or across that 

creek, and he would stand right up there just in plain, 

full sight. I have seen that little act go on . I've 

seen him demonstrate this defiance, or whateveT it i~, 

and he called it "getting shot at." The people around 

him didn't like it very much because they said, "Hell 

man, he draws fire." None of us were about to stand 
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up in this situation. But he would stand there as 

boldly and just in defiance of the whole dnmned thin~. 

I don't know whether it was defiance or arrogance, or 

what it was, but he would do it. I had read about it 

and heard about it, and I saw it. I witnessed this 

performance. Of course, he asked me what I thought of 

this operation. I was watching some engineer troops 

trying to get some sort of a steel bridge, probably a 

Bailey bridge, or whatever they called them, across a 

stream that was maybe 10 to 12, 15 feet wide, and it 

was holding up the action. The German resistance, the 

snipers. were just on the other side of the valley of 

this stream, and they were up in some kind of buildings 

and farm houses, and they were picking off the guys down 

there trying to work on the bridge. I saw a couple of 

them topple into the water after getting hit. I just 

told the ground guys that I thought that was the stupidest 

thing I ever saw in my life. I just couldn't understand 

th:1t there wa~ a Tequirement that urgent to get that 

damned bridge across that place . They understood the 

requirement, and it was their work, but I certainly didn't 

think much of it, and I told them so. · Then, as I watched 

that thing~ some armored vehicles of some sort--they looked 

like a ~ort of tank to me--moved that bridge. Came up and 

pushed it, and moved it into place, and monkeyed around. 
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C: Of course, the men inside of it, and the men behind it, 

were protected then against the fire from the other side . 

They were doing their work. I told him that I was not 

impressed. Our attitude of that was, "Why don't you go 

over that? You guys heTe are fighting for a 100 yar<l~, 

and hell, it takes you 2 days to get across it. Hell, you 

can be 100 miles, 200 miles in an hour. Why not jump it, 

and get around behind it?" This was the kind of thinking 

that was happening to me. So I went back and started to 

fulfill this study of the Kassel valley then. We found 

in that Kassel ~alley, and in the area we were looking 

at, which I would suspect now was about 30 miles lon~ 

and maybe 11 or so miles wide--I think I'm talking ahout 

that kind of an area--in that area there were 11 landing 

strips. There was one pretty good-sized airdrome that 

was not military exactly. I mean it wasn't a Luftwaffe 

establishment that you would have to go in and root out 

and beat up. The area, in fact, did lend itself to an 

invasion. It had high grounds surrounding it almost on 

all sides, and only therefore certain Toads would come 

through low parts, or depressions, in the high grounds 

giving you a pass, we'll say, to defend. In other words, .. 
the area lent itself to security around its perimeter~ to 

hold our people that had to come through certain areas, 

and any other way would be difficult; therefore, you hav~ 
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key places to protect, and keep the enemy out of those. 

He can•t get in at you until you're strong enough to beat 

him back. So I suppose that would be called preliminary 

security for the first few days until you built your 

force up. It did lend itself to that, and of course, I 

had infantry people, and people knowledgeable of that 

kind of warfare, to give me opinions of whether we were 

heading in the right direction or not, whether we were 

dreaming or not. 

The 11 air strips and other flat areas, where you could 

just go in at will, were readily available. The highway 

situation was good, so that your land communications 

would be instant. There were some drawbacks. There 

was a dam at one end of the valley with a large reservoir 

behind it, and if we were to have gone in there they 

could have flooded a good part of that valley. So we 

had the proposition that any defense force on that dam 

would have to be eradicated before we went in . The 

British liked that sort of thing. They could have 

gotten someone in there just minutes before at the time 

of the invasion and either grabbed the immediate area 

so that no one c~uld open those flood gates. or the 

other of that is, go in and break that dam beforehand a 

couple of months, or 2 weeks before, and let it open . 
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C: Let it, in fact, flood and get itself over with, so 

that they didn't have a flood weapon to turn on you once 

you got in. Things like that had to be thought of. So 

we went forward with the study, and the operation was 

named 0 Arena," and it got to be quite a study. We got 

involved in it and got intrigued with it, and got mor~ 

and more people in on it. So now I'm no longer an under­

cover agent. I'm now out in the open, because I've 

gotten an agreement from quite a few people . So it came 

time then to present this to the Commander in Chief, the 

Supreme Commander, General Eise~hower. So it was s~t up, 

and now all of our staffs, the British on our staff, th~ 

First Allied Airborne Army staff, were working diligently 

on it and were enthused. We then had a formal pre~enta­

tion . A formal presentation at that time was quit~ a 

sizeable do, and I remember I introduced the idea, and 

we had a set format, each officer doing his part. 

General Brereton briefed it, and then I cam~ on and gave 

more of the overall plan and the strategic idea. Then 

others followed with what would be involved, the number 

of troops, the number of airplanes required, the supplies 

required, the timings. It was quite an ambitious plan. 

Many of these people on General Ei~enhower's staff were 

enthusiastic and many were anti. The British were not 

for it. The British had a reason why they weren't for 
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it. They always wanted to hit across the lowlands. 

They wanted up in their sector to the north of France, 

Holland, in there, and they wanted to go across the top 

of Germany. You remember that they went to Oh, 

what was the ill-fated paratroop thing that there is a 

book about? A Bridge Too Far, Nijmegen. They attempted 

that later. Their eyes were over on that, and they 

wanted to go overland to the north to Berlin. They 

saw a lot of the equipment they wanted to use being 

taken for this plan. It was not exceptionally popular 

with the air forces because it involved ... I think 

they said, "Well, you realize that over this thing there 

would probably be one of the biggest air battles cvt•r." 

Our answer to that was yes, and it would be a decisive 

one, because we knew that the Germans were low on fuel, 

low on pilots, and low on industrial capability, :i nd had 

very few airplanes left. We also knew that we w(~n· try­

ing to get them to commit what they had left so th3 t we 

could eradicate it. Our ideas included the thought that, 

ye~, this would be quite decisive; and that, yes, t hey 

would have to mount an air defense against it; unJ, )es, 

we would have to mount an air offense to keep thost 

corridors clear and make it safe for those landing3 , 

but that they would have to throw in every doggone t i:i · ~ 

they had left in the air force and that woulJ ge1· i...: d :if 

it--the air power--as far as they had it. Sweepj r1g tn.it 
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out of the way, we could then at will keep launching 

supplies, and supplies, and we would own the air once 

and for all, that this was really designed to be the 

decisive battle of the war. We agreed that that would 

have to be accepted. Well, a lot of the folk5, you can 

see, couldn't readily accept that. I'm hurrying a'-·ro~~ 

a lot of things, but you can see that it's logical that 

folks would oppose it. It didn't fit their way of doing, 

and the Strategic Air Force wanted to keep on with their 

job. They didn't want to be diverted. We even ha<l plans 

that maybe they would have to land some B-17s with per­

sonnel in them. I think that was an error, because I 

think it struck General Spaatz as going a little bit too 

far. But we had by that time a pretty ~ood-~ized airlift 

capability, and there was a hell of a lot of airlift in 

this country and everywhere that they could have gotten 

over there at a moment•s notice. Hell, we had the C-47s, 

and the DC-4s were coming in at that time, and we had a 

lot of airplanes. For this one concentrated time, we 

could have brought airplanes from ev~rywhere. You would 

not have to train anybody or anything. ·You'd just say, 

"Load them up and go," and keep pouring them, and keE>p .. 
pouTing them. Many of the air people and the troop 

people thought our plang were too ambitious, that W<' 

couldn't load and take off airplane~ and tow gliJ~rs 
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that fast. Our answer to that was to show them what we 

had done in the jungle, for heaven's sake, and how fast 

we could go. Our premise was that the lessons learned 

over there and the timing of that logistic problem~-all 

it had to do was be expanded in this area, and going off 

formal airdromes back in staging places was certainly a 

hell of a lot easier than what we were doing over there 

out of landing strips made out of rice paddies. So we 

didn't think our timing was off. Anyway, it was a great 

experience, and it was a good presentation, and it was 

adjudged a good plan. Those are not my words. But 

afterward then, General Eisenhower made himself available 

to meet us, and as we came along I was introduced by 

General Brereton, I believe. I was introduced and he 

said, "Oh, you're that fellow that did the air invasion 

in Burma." I said, "Yes sir, I am." He said, "Oh, I 

want to thank you. You sent me an officer one time when 

I needed an officer for the invasion on D-day, and we 

had a glider plan in mind. A lot of gliders were used 

in that, and you sent me an officer to help us on that." 

II~ said, "Was his name Atkinson?" I said, "No, his name 

wa~ Ali5on." He 5aid, "Oh yes, Alison." He said, "Well, 

I always appreciated Lord Louie sending him~ and I want 

to thank you. Now you know about air invasion. You arP 
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one of the only guys in the world that's ever done 

one. What do you think of this plan?" I said, 

"General, I dreamed it up." 

(End Side 1, Ree~ 7) 

C: So after I said to General Eisenhower that l dr~amed it 

up, we had a good chuckle. He laughed, and I remcmher 

him slapping the papers in front of him, which was the 

plan, and he kind of hit it with his hand, and he said, 

"I like this plan. I think it ought to be done." After 

I told him, "General, I dreamed it up," T didn't want to 

sound that bad, so I said, "I am the guy that General 

Arnold sent over to study this kind of thing and see if 

it weren't possible to get it going." He said, "Oh yes, 

I understand that, and I know General Arnold feels 

strongly about aerial invasion plans and feels that we 

are way behind in this sort of thing, and we ought to 

get on with it. I also .know that General Marshall would 

1 ike to end this war with an aerial invasion capabi 1i ty . " 

I said, "Yes, I understand that too." So he again con­

pratulated OUT staff, the team, that had put this thin~ 

together, and I'm ~ure it was well don~. I had n~v~r 

been a part of one before, so I don't know whnt <lth<'r 

plans were like, but I know this one was well done . J 
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know that it was well received by him, and the studies 

then were to go on, on this plan. Actually, to end 

this saga up, the plan was neveT really needed. In 

fact, George Patton kind of did his ground part, if . 

you will remember, by making those forays on into 

Germany, those dashes on in. He kind of reared around-­

they kind of got around behind the Ruhr. They did cross 

th~ Rhine in several places. But then he did dash from 

down south of there and run northeast up behind there 

on into Berlin, because before the aerial invasion would 

have been required, the Germans began to disintegrate and 

pull back. They began to give evidence of being on their 

last legs. Patton just had a field day rushing forward, 

and he was then getting his supplies brought forward by 

highway truck transportation and all that sort of thing. 

So the plan, the plan Arena, the aerial invasion of 

Germany, was never required, never brought in. I think 

th~ plan probably somewheTe still exists, that is, the 

physical documentation of the plan probably is around 

somewhere. (laughter) I would like to Tead it. 

So much for that. Then the war was ending quickly iu 

Europe. and I wanted to get out very~ very fast because 

I wanted no part of any occupation force. So I quickly 

engineered my withdrawal from Europe and back to the 
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United States right after VE-day, Victory in Europe'. l 

was there on that day and was gone a few days afterw:1r<l 

back to the states. 

H: When was the last time you actually saw General Arnold? 

C: Oh, it was after the war. He had been retired, and he 

went out to the West Coast. He went out to the, oh the, 

Imperial Valley area. That's where he wanted to live, 

and actually, the last time I spoke to him was on the 

phone. He had told me to come on out and see him. Ile 

was out there, and he was writing a column for a local 

newspaper and was having a lot of fun. You know, 

General Arnold was a writer, quite a writer. I don't 

know whether folks know this, but he in fact wrote child­

ren's books at one time. He had a writing talent and 

he liked to do it, and he was writing for that paper out 

there. He wasn't well. But one time, out of the clear 

blue, I got a telephone call from him. Dr. Howard Rusk 

was with him. We both talked on the phone, and General 

Arnold said, "You promised to come on out here and see 

me now, an4 you haven't done it . When are you coming 

out?" r said, 11Well, I'll get around to that. I would 

like to see you, and I'm sorry I haven't seen you. Jt'~ 

really disappointing that I haven't." He s~emed sinrerely 
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put out that I hadn't come out to see him. Then he got 

ill and passed away before I could get to see him. But 

I think the last time I saw him was probably, oh, maybe 

a year or so after the war ended, however long he was 

down there. I was resigning from the Air Force and 

getting out, and I wanted to explain to him why, and he 

agreed with me. I sought his assistance in getting out, 

because I was a regular officer and had to resign a 

commission. My medical record hadn't been good enough 

that they were readily agreeable to letting me out. I 

had a little difficulty with that, getting them to agree 

to let me go • 

I remember General ·Arnold's last talk we had, personally, 

in his office. He said that he felt I should get off, 

and that he thought that a lot of air guys ought to get 

out and get into Congress, get into politics. His in­

dication was that he was telling me that that's what I 

ought to do. Get out and start help running this country 

with my young new idea5, and especially with ideas that 

would get the Air Force separated. That•s what he wanted. 

UC' wanted a separate Air Force and a big AiT Force. That 

was in his...heart, and I think he had in mind that I should 

b~ a di~ciple and go out into the land and preach the need 

for stTategic air power, global air power, and sell that, 
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and make the Americans aware of what we needed . l 

remember that was one of the parts of the discussion antl 

his saying, "Yes, you get out and go to work. Tell the 

people. Build a big Air Force. Get into Congress. Re 

a leader." That was his role for my future, at the time. 

I remember that discussion. 

H: What was behind your leaving the service? It looked like 

you had an awful lot going for you at the time. 

C: I hadn't been the healthiest of guys all during the war . 

I had been told even before the war by the Leahy Clinic 

in Boston, where I went because I was not feeling well, 

that I had a physical situation where I had a hypoglycemic 

condition. That word and that condition is very fashion ­

able now, but at that time little was known about it. It 

was called the opposite of sugar diabetes. It is not the 

opposite of sugar diabetes, because the opposite of sugar 

diabetes is normal. W11en they say opposite, this is a 

lack of sugar in the blood, at times, which makes your 

system function poorly as against diabetes which is 

hypoglycemia, or hyperinsulinism, is a lack of gugar in 

the blood, where diabetes i~ an excess of sugar in the 

blood. But either imbalance causes malfunction of the 

hody, and it causes distresg. In sev~rc cas~~, it will 
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cause you to pass out. I knew this. I had been told 

this about myself even before the war started. I hid 

it from the military, because I realized that if they 

knew it I was done for. I would have been grounded, 

and I would have been discharged. I was able to hide 

it because I went to civilians to get a final reading 

on it. They were the ones that diagnosed it, and also 

they were the ones that taught me how to manage it. I 

learned how to manage it, so I felt that I was not 

doing an improper thing, that I would go on as long as 

I could and function as normally as I could. To this 

day, I still manage a hypogly.cemic situation which is 

not as severe as it was then. But the Air Force used 

to read into my condition, which would become obvious 

every once in awhile, they judged it as cumulative 

fatigue, which many of us had. I think General Arnold 

had cumulative fatigue, and I think that it ended in 

hi~ he~rt ailment. I'm not sure I'm accurate there, 

but I know that General Arnold, toward the last year 

or so of the war, was not well. But he fought it, and 

he undeT~tood my illness. He understood ouT managing 

of it. He said to me one time, "We11; after you get 

this way, iow long does it take you to get over it?" 

He said, "All right. we are I said, - "About 6 weeks." 

~oing to get you over it." It had been reported while 

333 



COCHRAN 

I was in India by an investigative officer, who was of 

the investigation branch of the Air Force, who had come 

through our base. He had been told by someone, an<l 

maybe observed it himself, that I wasn•t well. When 

he got back, he told the Chief of the Air Force, General 

Arnold, and that staff, that they'd better get me out of 

there. He told him that I was sick again, and that may­

be for everybody's good, I•d better be withdrawn. I 

sensed it when I got a cable telling me that I would be 

relieved, and to come on home, and to pick a successor. 

I think that was in May. I knew that the monsoons were 

coming, and I had maybe not more than a month to ~o, 

and I wanted to finish the job. I knew that I was feel­

ing pWlk, and that I had stretched it a little too far. 

My guys knew it, but we knew how to manage it. But 

this inspector, from the Inspector General'~ office, 

had to report it. It was his duty. If he hadn't done 

it, he wouldn•t be doing his duty. He saw it, and he 

heard it, and he had to report it. So he reported it, 

and I, in effect, was told to get out of there and come 

home by General Arnold's office. 

i an~weTed the cable and said, "Yes, all right, but I 

still have som~ things to clean up, and as soon as I 

get them through, I will be home." That was about the 
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. 
gist of the thing. What I was trying to say was, uy 

c.an manage the end-up of this thing, and I want to pull 

it out. Now hold. I don't want to leave it. I don't 

want to leave those guys in there, I want to fulfill 

this mission, and I only got a little time to go. Now 

lay off me, and let me alone. I'll get it done. I know 

what I'm doing." When I was in Washington, I was later 

shown in a book the general's order to me and my answer, 

and they had them side-by-side in· a folder. They said, 

"There is an example of how not to answer the Commander 

in Chief of the Air Force." I got away with it. The 

guys on his staff knew me. You know, I had grown up in 

the Air Force with them. We were old-timers mostly, 

and I kind of think they knew what I meant. But when 

you ~aw it stark on paper, here was the Commander in 

Chief of the Air Force telling one of his ragtag, lower 

ranking guys way off somewhere, with all his busy time, 

and running the air forces around the world, here's some 

guy out there, and he tells him to get out of there and 

come home, and the guy comes back and says, "Well, all rig~t, 

as soon as 1 finish what I'm doing, 1•11 be there." It 

didn't look good, but therefore he knew, and it was now 

known that I was ·capable of getting pretty darn tired, 

an<l pretty beat up, and pretty ill. I had done the same 

thin!? in Africa, and they had sent me home, and I would 
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recoup. Then I did it again. I couldn't la~t ::1uch 

longer at this much concentration, so General Arnold 

then said, "All right, we are going to get you straightened 

out health-wise. You're going to do as you are told. 

You're going to go down to one of our new centers. We 

have gotten three new Air Force rehabilitation centers. 

They have got hospitals, and the Air Force is going to 

have their own hospital capability • .'' That was one of 

his dreams, to have our own hospitals where our boys 

wouldn't go into Army hospitals. He said, "We are doing 

a wonderful job, and that Rusk is doing a tremendous joh, 

and you're going down there to Miami." I said, "General, 

I don't want to go down to Miami. Let me go home and 

see my folks for awhile." He said, "Oh, that's another 

thing. I got a place for you down in Miami near this 

hospital. I got a house, and I'm going to fly up to 

Erie and get your mother and father, and they're ~oing 

down there. I understand you got a brother there, and 

they are going down there and be with you." I said, 

"General, for heaven's sake, my mother and father are 

elderly people, and they have never been in an airplane . 

They don't want to be in Miami in June and July. l 

don't want any part of Miami in the summer. Pl~ase 

don't up5et my family. Let me go up and visit th~m. 

and I can manage this thing myself." He said, 11 No, you 
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are going to be observed, and we are going to get you 

healthy. We are going to take care of you." So I 

said, "I don•t want to go to Miami." He said, "Doggone, 

you are going to have to go somewhere." Then the next 

day, he said, "I got it all figured. You're going up 

to Pawling. We've got one of these rehabilitation 

centers up there in Pawling, New York." I said, "Where 

is Pawling, New York?" He said, "Just a little bit up 

above New York City." Well, that struck a cord. I 

figured I would get to Pawling and check in and get out 

and go to New York and go where I pleased. I think he 

saw the glint in my eye. Anyway, he said, "You go up 

to Pawling, and you get yourself straightened out. They 

will take good care of you. While you are there, I want 

you to observe that place, and afterwards I want you to 

write a report of what you think of that, and what we 

could do to improve it." So I said, "All right, now 

already you're putting me to work ... So I went up to 

one of the great Howard Rusk Rehabilitation Centers 

where he was performing wonders. It's a great story, 

and we won't go into it here, but he has become the 

greatest rehabilitation person in the whole world, and 

he teaches this throughout the world. He is an inter· 

nationally famous doer of good. He's one of the grandest 

people in the world, and he, too, was an admireT of 
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General Arnold's and was closer ~o him than many people, 

and certainly closer to General Arnold than I was . 

But anyway. I went to Pawling figuring I wou l d just 

check in and maybe have a little bit of a physi cal, and 

beat it. I had a car waiting for me, and a bunch of 

guys. and we were going to go down to the race ~ down on 

Long Island . But I got fooled, because I think General 

Arnold anticipated me a little bit, and my orders w~re 

such that I would stay there and, in effect, my pant ~ 

were taken away from me. I then went through a whole 

bunch of tests , and lo and behold, there was a whole 

stable of horses there that were for the use of the 

rehabilitated air people, the wounded folks, and the 

people that were being brought back to health . I Tode 

twice a day. Lowell Thomas lived right near the re und 

had become the patron of this place, and he took it on a s 

one of his projects to make sure that the boys down th~ re 

had everything he could get for them. It also wa~ near 

Governor Thomas Dewey's summer home, and he and hi s wife 

were interested in the Pawling project. · So I got to know 

those very, very fi~e people. I rode in the morning with .. 
Lowell Thomas, Governor Dewey, and a couple of s tate 

troopers that would ride along with th~ Governor, and it 

was quite an experience. I think I was incarcerated for 
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about a month, and I finally escaped, got out, and went 

back down to Washington, and started to help finish off 

the forming of the next two air commando units that were 

going to India. 

Now we will sum up the answer to the question. It was 

known that I didn't have a good health record. Then I 

could also see what was happening to me, that I didn't 

think I was ever going to again be trusted with a combat 

outfit. I could understand that. A person who is not 

right up to snuff physically isn't thinking well, or it 

could be that they aren't thinking well, and there's a 

possibility that a person who doesn•t have his full 

health capacity might be tired, thinking tiredly, and 

not make the right decisions. I could understand that. 

But, of course, my goal was to get back to some combat 

situation. At the end of the war, I was going to get back. 

After I had come back from Europe, I was brought down 

a~a.in to the Pentagon, and I met General Arnold again. 

lie again had me briefed on the Japanese eastern situation, 

and it was in his mind that I was to go to take over the 

lonj!-range P-47 effort that I believe was based off Iwo 

.Jima, an island off there. They had briefed me somewhat 

on that situation, and it wasn't a good situation as I 

remember it. They briefed me on the island of Japan, 
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and what was going on there, and w~at was required. I 

had orders to go out there and take over that win~. The 

war ended before I got to my embarkation point at San 

Francisco, and I hurriedly went to the personnel office 

to chop that so I didn't get out there at the end of 

things. So I never got to the fourth theater of war. 

But General Arnold was still inserting me into what hC' 

thought was "good jobs0 (laughter), and I was to go out 

and take over that wing. That wasn't needed; the war 

ended. 

So I had some thinking to do then. I realized that my 

health wasn't going to improve if I didn't get into some 

other endeavor in life, change my lifestyle, . goals. My 

thinking had to take into consideration that now with 

this openly on my record, I was not going to be allowed 

to retain flight status. This concerned me. I could 

just see that now--I'm in the hands of the medicos. they 

are looking out for me, and they are going to mak~ sure 

that I rehabilitate well, and that I am going to rev~al 

to them the hypoglycemic situation, that now there is 

no longer any sound reason to hide it, or to fiRht it; 

I had to face it. The urgency, th~ requirem~nt, that 

I felt in my own self--no one put this on me. This is 

my own doing. I felt it in myself that this is th~ 
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requirement of me, that I had to perform the way I wanted 

to perform, to the best of my ability, and ignore this 

physical disability, or uncapability, or malfunction that 

I had, and now there is no longer any need to do that. 

The war effort is over. I've done what I set out to do, 

and to me this is the end of that requirement. I didn't 

foresee future wars like Korea and Vietnam at all. This 

was the war to end all wars, and it certainly seemed to 

me the end of the requirement for me to fulfill what I 

5aw as my duty. I no longer had to push that thing 

aside, and it was going to come out that I wasn't entirely 

the healthiest guy in the world, not incapacitated in 

any sense, but not up to snuff, that I would always have 

to manage this malfunction. So I could see that I was 

going to be a guy in the Air Force that might not be on 

flying status, and I couldn't face that. I told General 

Arnold, and I then had guts enough to write it--not guts 

enough , but I could bring myself to face the fact--and 

I think I wrote in my resignation, which I was required 

to do, why I was getting out, that I didn~t want to be a 

member of an organization in which I couldn't participate 

in its main goals and functions, that I didn't want to 

stay in the Air Force, taking the chance that I might 

not be on flying status. I didn't want to be taken off 

flying status, so I said I wanted to resign. This was 
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agreed upon. Now I had a little trouble getting out, 

because they said they looked at my medical record and 

found back that, yes, I had been in fact rehabilitated 

a couple of times, and hospitalized, and they recognized 

there was something wrong. They said, "We better get a 

look at this guy before he gets out, because it's our 

duty to make sure that if he is ill. then we don't get 

him out of the service. We have to care for him." 

That, of course, is the law. So I had a little diffi­

culty convincing them that I was well enough to get the 

hell out, and that getting out would start me on the 

road back to at least sounder health. I was convinced 

that there wasn't anything really terribly wrong with me 

except that I was inconvenienced by this damn thing. I 

remember feeling that my body had betrayed me, and all 

those sort of things, because it wouldn't let me do the 

things I wanted to do. It was holding me up. 1 thought 

it was time to go. Also, there was a very strong 

inclination in me to want to do other things. I wanted 

to be in business. I wanted to be active in othe r areas. 

I wasn't quite sure, but I knew business was one of 

them. I was intrigued with advertising, always had been . 

I had studied marketing at Ohio State, and I wanted to 

get in marketing. I wanted to have another business 

career. I actually did. Actually, it's odd to understand, 
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··-
but I felt that "All right, I •ve had that in the Air Force. 

That's one career. It's fine. Let's end it now and 

start another one, and have another interest in life.n 

I find that I have always,been that way. I know that I 

wanted to get into horsemanship; I was a horseman at 

heart. I wanted to ao more of that sort of thing, and 

I knew I couldn't do those things if I were in the service. 

The service is rather confining, and rather narrow, and 

I wanted to be more open than that, and that was another 

inducement to get out. .And yes, I had 11 years in the 

Air Force, and you can•t take them away from me. They 

are the grandest thing that ever happened to a person • 

But now it was time to move on. So I faced up to it, 

and at age 35 said, "Okay, kid, here we do. 0 At age 36, 

I got out and started a new career in business. That's 

where I am today. 

H: You didn't get a medical discharge, did you? 

C: No. I was allowed to resign on a waiver. I think you 

will find in my files a waiver, and I did agree that if 

I got out, and then as I got on into advanced years I 

became ill~ that 1 would be treated not as an ill veteran 

but as an Air Force officer, and be taken care of. That 

waiver, I think, is still there and· no longer required, 
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--·. 

because now I'm old enough to get sick. (laughter) 

At age 66, almost anything could happen. 

H: Oh yes, one other thing here. How did you become in­

volved as a tecqnical· advisor on jet plane motion 

pictures for Howard Hughes? 

C: That was kind of a coincidence. I went out to Califor­

nia, and I looked up my old friend Beirne Lay who was a 

fighter pilot, and then a bombardment pilot, and a group 

commander in England. He was a fine, fine, close friend, 

and I had an occasion to be out in CalifoTnia. I went 

to visit him, and he was working on, lo and behold, a 

brand new story called Jet Pilot, and the name was owned 

by Mr. Howard Hughes. Mr. Howard Hughes had hired 

Beirne Lay to writ~ the screenplay from a short story 

that Beirne had developed. When I came on the scene, 

Beirne was stuck. Here he was a bombardment pilot at 

heart, and he was trying to write about a fighter com­

mander. He told me to read his first few pages, and I 

said, "Hell, Beirne, you've got that guy with the wrong 

attitude, especially since you've got that guy a colonel, 

a gToup commander. No fighter group commander is goin~ 

to take orders like that from the ground. You•ve got 

to remember that he is in command. He is going to tell 
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the ground; the ground ain't going to tell him." 

Beirne slapped his forehead and said, "Oh my goodness, 

that is my error." He had been worried about this 

sequence that he was writing. So we got to talking 

about the premise of his story, and he wanted to check 

it with me and see if it played, and see if he was on 

the right track. He wanted to be as accurate as he 

could be, and be wanted to write a good story about 

Air Force guys. He asked my opinion, and we had some 

good discussion, and he enjoyed it. He said, "Hey, 

what are you doing?" I said, "I am not doing anything 

for the next 3 weeks, but I .want to be back in Erie at 

Christmas." He said, "Hey, would you work with me for 

3 weeks and help me get started on this thing? Maybe 

that's what I need." I said, ''Boy, that would be fun." 

So he called up the head of the studio and said, "I 

~ot a guy sitting here that got me off dead center, and 

I've been worrying about this for 2 weeks, and in talk­

ing to him for about an hour, he has advanced me 2 weeks. 

How about we hire him and give me a banking board to 

kick these ideas off? He knows the fighter aviation 

business as well as anybody that I know of and that's 

available+" So they said, ''Hey, will you go to work?" 

I said, "Sure. 11 So I started. At first, I was just 

listening and giving a few ideas,.but then we began to 
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call it a collaboration, and pretty soon I was sitting 

there helping write a screenplay with Beirne Lay on a 

picture called Jet Pilot. The 3 weeks went on into 

3 months and kept on going, and going, and going. We 

finally wrote quite a screenplay. Then by that time I 

was a fixture, and when they started to shoot the film, 

Beirne Lay was gone, and lo and behold, I was still 

there . I started to help the producer and the director. 

Then we got ourselves in a situation where we needed a 

jet airplane to photograph other jet fighters. So we 

had a B-47 four~engine jet, but it could only hold a 

pilot and a copilot and a couple of guys down in the 

nose, so I got checked out as a copilot in that air-

plane, and directed those air scenes from the air. So 

there again I fulfilled a need and was able to get some 

ideas across. I folllld that it was very, very interest ­

ing work, and I ended up being the second unit director 

of the aerial sequences. I was director of aerial 

sequences for this John Wayne-Janet Leigh movie called 

Jet Pilot. I have to tell you that the aeTial photo­

graphs were gorgeous, and they were wonderful. MT. 

Hughes was extremely patient, because we had to do them 
4-

over, and over, and over, and over again. We had to 

chase clouds all over the country. We brought out ~ome 

very, very good films of some of the early pictures of 
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the maneuvering of jet aircraft at these high speed~. 

We had quite a story and quite a pictorial story. I 

can tell you that the film wasn't that successful. 

Also, having gone to work with Beirne Lay for 3 weeks, 

ended up working 2-1/2 years for RKO on Mr. Hughes• 

project. I had an occasion to meet, greet, and talk 

with him a couple of times. I had an enjoyable time 

and a very interesting time working for Mr. Hughes' 

pet project, the film Jet Pilot.· 

H: Why did you choose to leave RKO? 

C: I didn't choose. (laughter) They ran out of business, 

and there weren't any more jobs, and I found that I 

disliked California. That's an odd statement, and I 

wouldn't want to broadcast it, but I disliked California . 

I disliked probably, I would say, my situation in 

California. I didn't like Los Angeles. I wa·sn 't that 

enamored of California. I have nothing against it; I 

think it's a grand place, and I would be very happy to 

go back and be around there, but I didn't like to live 

there, in that part of California. I think it wasn't 

anything wrong with California, I unconsciously was 

hankering to be back in the East. I found that out. I 

like green trees, 1 like creeks that run water constantly, 
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I like lawns that are there on purpose (laughter), and 

I am a typical Eastern~Midwestern guy, and I like the 

area. I suddenly found out where I wan : ed to live. I 

know I remember coming into Dayton, Ohi ~. and I was 

coming in to go down to the air library !here in Dayton 

to look up some film for the air picture. There were 

some sequences that we thought maybe we could use, and 

I was going to go through the film library and pick 

them out. As the airplane banked to come in, I looked 

down and I saw green trees, and little lakes, and 

creeks with water in them, an~ trees. I said, "Aha, 

that's it! (laughter) That's what I've been longing 

for, unconsciously.u So I got out of California, 

because I wanted to be back in the East. It was a 

wonderful experience, and I enjoyed it greatly, but I 

knew I wanted to get back into something more basic, 

more solid, and there was a trucking company waiting 

that needed some marketing talent. It was owned by 

my brother, and there it was, and how better else to 

fill your days of work than to do it in your own family 

company? So I just rolled up my sleeves and went into 

that company, and a few years later I wks made presi­

dent of it. I have been there now for 23 years; I am 

now running it. It has expanded, and it has been a 

worthwhile use of my talent and time. 
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C: While I was in California, I did an awful lot of horse 

riding and work which I love, and getting back to Erie 

and the East, I then, being settled and in one place, 

started to fulfill my desire to breed those animals, 

to ride them, and race them. I fox hunt on horses, 

and I breed them, and that's my avocation and something 

I will retire with, if I ever retire. So I've been 

able to do those things that I couldn't do in the Air 

Force. So there is another reason, probably an uncon­

scious one. I didn't plan it all that way, but it was 

in my mind . 

H: Okay, to top this off, have you had any further associ­

ation with the Air Force? 

C: No, I was in the inactive Reserve and that's all. I 

never wanted to be in the Reserve. I always felt 

that if I were going to do that, I'd have stayed in. 

But I have always stayed close. I've been retired from 

the Air Force Reserve after 35 years, and that was 

quite awhile ago. Well, it would have been 35 years 

in--I went in in 1936, so 1976 would be 40 years, 

wouldn't it? So- somewhere along about 1969·1970, they 

invited me to leave. So I am out now . 
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H: Well, I realize that your ti~e is about out, but I do 

hope to get with you later to discuss things that we 

haven't brought out in this particular interview. In 

the meantime, I appreciate it sincerely that you took 

the time to talk to us this long. 

C: I sure talked. (laughter) 

(End Side 2, Reel 7) 

H: In this interview, Colonel Cochran, why don't we go 

back and review some of the things you wanted to go 

into in more depth? One question I have is about 

Lieutenant General Joseph W. Stilwell in which he wrote 

a letter to General Arnold and remarked that his opera­

tions in China would be hampered by the use of Indian 

troops in place of American ones. What was your assess ­

ment of the Indian, Burmese troops, etc., that were 

assigned to you? 

C: We didn't have any Indian troops. As I · remembeT, it 

was planned that they would be used, but then some 
• 

political situation intervened, and the Indian troops 

not only weren't used, they were held back. There 

seemed to be a great reluctance to use any Indian units 
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--
in any aggressive role. Even as Japanese troops were 

coming over the border into India, infiltrating, the 

Indian troops didn't move to keep them out. It was 

Wingate's forces and the Army along the border, that 

they kind of moved back so that it ended up that 

neither the Indian troops nor the Chinese troops, who 

were planned to come in with the Wingate forces, and 

the American forces, didn't materialize. Neither the 

Chinese nor the Indian troops got into this action, 

the retaking of northern Burma. 

As I remember it, there wasn't a high regard for the 

Indian troops. Maybe I picked up the British attitude, 

or Wingate's attitude, but I know that, number one, 

they weren't available; and, number two, they weren't 

considered top-flight troops. I don't think Wingate 

wanted them, and I don't think Stilwell wanted them. 

Now, in your question, you indicate that he kind of 

~aid they would be more bother than they were worth. 

It may have been that the degree of training and the 

degree of being equipped, and ready for actual battle, 

they might not have been that well pTepared and, there­

fore, not wanted. Maybe they felt that they would be 

more of a liability than an asset, because if you put 

them in they would have to hold up their end. They 
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would have to perform a phase of the action, and a 

phase of the campaign, and you'd would want to make 

sure you could depend on them performing their goals 

and their tasks. If they didn't, they would let all 

the other forces down, and the plan wouldn't go for­

ward. Now I know that about the Chinese. 

I remember the discussions with Wingate. He sincerely 

wanted the Chinese to come from the east and start 

down, but he also wanted to be able to control their 

movement and theiT action, and control their contribu­

tion to the whole plan. I don't think he was about to 

get that. I don't think Chiang Kai-shek, the Madame or 

whomever--and Stilwell·-were going to allow that. 

Therefore, being limited, I imagine that General Wingate 

decided, "Well, if I can't control them, I don't want 

them." He didn't want a divided control. He certainly 

wanted to be able to call all the shots, and he didn't 

want interference from the Indian Army, or even his own 

British Army. He didn't want that kind of interference. 

He probably said, "If I'm not going to control them, I 

don't want them." So, as it turned out, the American 

force which became Merrill's Marauders was withdrawn 
I 

from Wingate's control and kept under Stilwell's con· > 

trol, and und.r General{Merrill. 
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--C: Now they operated separately, and they performed and 

advanced through jungle in a different area than the 

area. that Wingate worked in. Then also, you see, 

Stilwell's forces came down from the north, and they 

were performing a sort of a complementary movement 

from the north. Wingate was coming from the west into 

northern central Burma, and then the Chinese were to 

come over from the east. They never were moved; they 

never got into it~ Wingate then went forward with his 

own three brigades. You see, the fourth was going to 

be an American effort. That didn't materialize. I 

don't know why,. but I know that you could sense a kind 

of a power struggle, or a control struggle, that 

probably was quite necessary; because you not only had 

different goals by. the different countries, the British, 
. 

the. Chinese, and the Americans, but then you had within 

those three larger entities different concepts of how 

this was going to be done. Then you had the personali­

ties in conflict, and it was noticeable, and probably 

Tather normal. At the time, you wouldn't consider it 

normal because it was an annoyance, and it would mak6 

you sometime disgusted. But that• s the w·ay things are, 
- . 

especially when you get strong pers~nalities and strong 

feelings, and there's a rather fluid situation where, 
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really, after this time nobody really knew what to do 

about it. Here was the whole Indian Army ovcT there 

just sitting, and the British Army that was there was 

just sitting. The Air Force, it was a vast number of 

people to have there, and to keep there, and to house 

and feed, and just their very existence was a tremendous 

effort. 

You can remember your attitudes, and when asked a 

question, I can remember describing for General Arnold 

this massive force that they had over there. They were 

• 

sitting back in the cities, and it was a mammoth support • 

effort: thousands and thousands of troops, supplies. 

But all they did was take care of each other. I remem-

ber saying to him that from the whole effort, it was 

like when we finally got up to where there would be any 

action, and where the enemy was, it was just like aiming 

a gun and having a bullet dribble out of it, because the 

resultant effort militarily that could be brought to 

bear on the enemy was just pitifully small. 

Being sent there t~ do a fighting job is just like com­

ing into people who have been relatively quiet and 

rather idle, combat~wise. for a long, long time, and 

then in you come and say, "All right, here we are. You • 
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people move aside, and we are going to do this thing." 

As I indicated before, naturally, you were not that 

popular. But the good guys then would say, "Okay, we 

finally found somebody that's going to do some fighting, 

and I don't care how they are going to do it. We are 

for it, and let•s get in on it." You'll find those 

people, and you'll find that kind of an attitude. 

Then you'll find the others that say, "Well, who are 

these people to come over here and tell us all about 

how to do this thing? We 1ve been here a long, long 

time, and wait until they get up there. They'll find 

the same thing." You have quite a job not to let that 

start infecting you and your people, because it was 

rather a quiet front, and the status was quite quo, 

where everybody was just sitting. Here are the lines, 

and that's where the Japs are, and this is where these 

are. There was a little movement on them. 

Then when Wingate came in with this idea and this 

campaign, naturally, there was an awful lot of action, 

and there was an awful lot of resentment. He didn't 

want to be fettered with the dull Indian army. He just 

didn •t want any part of it, and, as r can remember, I 

have the definite feeling that they felt that those 
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troops weren't capable. They felt that they wouldn't 

perform. They were afraid that they would not perform, 

that there was a feeling in the Indian army, at that 

time, that they wouldn't advance. They would just sit. 

Naturally, we didn't .want any part of that kind of 

thing. So the .••. 

H: Do you think part of this might have been due to the 

fact the Indians simply felt they were pulling the 

English chestnuts out of the fire for them? 

C: I think that's close. I think that there was some of 

that feeling. We didn't realize it, but looking back 

now, you see, right after the war, India was in fact 

separated from the British Empire. As you remember, 

Mountbatten was sent there as Viceroy to accomplish 

that separation. You have to realize, as we realize 

now, that that feeling was already building, and that 

there was some separation of unanimity on this campaign . 

This power play that was going on which, really, I got 

to remind you, was to try to keep the life linefo open 

into China, to keep China on our side. That was the 

American goal, to keep China open, and to keep China 

as our ally. The British weren't terribly enthusia s tic 

about that . As I recounted before, they had their eyes 
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on holding Singapore and getting it back. They were 

not that interested in our goal of keeping China. 

Now I think this is a good place to just remind our­

selves of the complexity of the command in the area. 

You see, you had the British, of course, who had been 

in India forever, and had been on those borders. They 

were "old" British Army. Then you had an American 

Air Force superimposed upon that structure. Then you 

had some high, high ranking British officers; they 

were high ranking but they were their older men . The 

old general, whoever he was; I remember he was the 

ranking general in the British Army, and the oldest, 

and probably one of the more staid and less aggressive 

types. It seemed to me there was a lethargy there in 

that Army. 

So you had the British. You had Chiang Kai-shek, and 

Madame Chiang Kai-shek, who was a strong individual, 

and her force was felt. General Chennault was their 

a lly, and was highly regarded by Chiang Xai-shek and 

Madame Chiang. 

So there was an alliance there between the American air~ 

General Chennault, and the Chinese. Then you had General 
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Stilwell who was a stubborn, stTong individual. I 

don't know whom he liked, but I don't think he liked 

anybody. I know he didn't get along well with the 

British, and he didn't get along well with Chiang 

Kai-shek, as I remember it. I don't think he and Chennault 

saw eye·to-eye. So you had all these opposing factions. 

The factions came out in these strong individuals. Now 

then, General Wedemeyer /Albert C.:J" was sent over to 

take charge of all the American forces. General 

Wedemeyer was a nice, fine man who had strength along 

the lines of diplomacy and getting people to work 

together, and coordinating. I know that was a great 

part of his role. He was going to try to pull these 

£actors together so that you could have some kind of 

force, and not have them with divergent views that 

hampered everything. 

At one time, when we were in Washington building this, 

we thought we had the concept that . . • I can remember 

very clearly that General Wedemeyer was going out there 

to be the top commander. He would be in command of the 

whole caboodle, and I'm certain that he felt that that's 

what was going to occur. What did occur was that, no, 

Mountbatten was sent, and he was made the supreme 

commander. 
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C: So you had the "supremo" in Lord Louie. Then you had 

the strong British Army influence who were very, very 

independent and strong-willed and strong-minded, and 

rather, I think, obstructive in their views . Their 

views were not aggressive at all . They were kind of 

complacent and wait-and-see, and why are you doing 

that sort of thing? Just let the enemy wear himself 

out. It seemed to me their ideas were old and tired. 

That wasn't only my view, it was · the view held by many 

of the Americans out there. 

Now you have Lord Louie, General Wedemeyer, the British 

command, and Stilwell, who operated independently of 

everyone and would just go into the jungle, and you 

couldn't find him, that sort of thing·, that he was 

famous for. Then you had Chiang Kai-shek's, Chennault's, 

and Madame Chiang's influence, and I would say none of 

them ever really got together . Lord Louis tried. He 

was a coalescing influence as was General Wedemeyer. 

As I remember it, they never really saw eye~to-eye, 

and the main fighting, therefore, was left to Wingate 

and his strength·, and he had enough strength to buck 

this whole system over there, the whole establishment, 

and get his job done, and we along with him. 
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C: Stilwell also was able to move forces, both American 

and some Chinese, from the nurth, and they did keep on 

pushing down and finally came on down into Myitkyena, 

and then on the rest of the way. So that was the fight­

ing that was done. I.t was a small effort compared to 

what really was over there. When you think of the 

forces that could have been brought to bear, this was 

the effort. Again, it went back to the strong pcr~onali­

ties. Stilwell's personality was so diametrically 

opposed that you just would never get those men to 

think alike or work in unison. However, it ended up 

that they did their job in the north, and Wingate did 

his job in central Burma. It was effective. So we 

will sum up by saying, politically, the Indian ~rmy 

was reserved from this kind of action. They just didn't 

get in it. As I remember it, their condition, either 

their attitude or their political feeling at that time, 

was not wanted. It seemed that the powers that be 

felt that it was wrong to even try to commit them, and 

there was something politically wrong about using them . 

H: Since Stilwell was so antagonistic to almost everybody, 

why didn't General Marshall take s teps to remove him 

earlier? 
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-
C: I' don't know. He was in place, and it's probably hard 

to remove an old soldier who kind of owns the terri-

tory. He had been in it, and then walked out. If you 

remember, his march out was a rather ignominious defeat. 

I'm sure he felt strongly about it, and was just posi­

tive that, "I ·' 11 be damned if I'm not going to go back." 

He wanted so strongly to redeem his having to pull out 

earlier that I imagine the command in Washington said, 

"Well, old 'Vinegar Joe' deserves the right to slog 

back through that jungle." I suppose it was felt he 

was about the best we had at that time for that role. 

You remember now, he is a strong personality, too, and 

he was a ranking officer in our Army, probably the 

highest ranking general we had, just about, in the field. 

He was an old-timer, and I would imagine they felt that 

was a good place for him. He was a stodgy man when he 

was over there. He would get forward with his troops; 

you remember the stories about him wading rivers with 

the Gls, and they wouldn't even know who he was? 

There•s the story of the one boy that said to him as 

they were crossing the river, and he was stumbling and 

falling into things, and the boy was mad that they had 

an old geezer like him up there trying to fight. He 

said, "What kind of Army is this when we got poor old 

guys like this up here?n The GI thought he was just 
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another poor old soldier, because in his battle dress 

and condition you wouldn't know he was the commanding 

general. This is all commendable. It was part of hi s 

character, and part of the legend. 

But I seriously, at the time, believed that it really 

hampered the whole effort because, damn it, he didn't 

belong up there slogging with the boys. He belonged 

back using his noodle, and using his command facility. 

He was sent there to lead, to plan, and to campaign, 

and not get out and walk with the troops. Thi s was 

his nature and he wanted to do it, and he made a big 

thing of it. Everybody at the press made a big thing 

of the "Walking General" that was out with the fellows. 

That's fine, but we certainly didn't see it that way . 

I can recall now of being critical·minded of him, 

because there were several times when we needed infor~ 

mation from him and, actually, you couldn't find him. 

That's actually true, and his staff would be exasperated 

that they couldn't get messages and decisions from him. 

He just had the reputation of being a c-antankerous old 

guy that was going to do what he was going to do, and 
~ 

it sometime seemed not prudent for him to be spending 

his time in that way. I realize that's rather critical, 

• 

• 

but that's the way it looked to us . The reputation of • 
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being the grand leader right up with his boys just 

didn•t come off with us, because we felt that he should 

be available. We wanted him, I think, in the role of 

a proper general back where he was masterminding the 

thing, where he had an orderly organization. and it 

functioned. It really didn't. He was such a strong 

personality that it permeated the whole thing, and it 

was rather awkward. He didn•t really want to have any­

thing to do with anybody else. He wanted to do his own 

job in his own way, and that was it. He was not 

cooperative. Being the ranking general there, it was 

kind of difficult when you had that kind of a remote 

person who didn't get on with other armies, and with 

other generals, and went off on his own. Now that might 

sound odd coming from me, because we were certainly 

independent, too, but that was our role, and we were 

told to do it. We did cooperate, and we did try to 

explain ourselves to other folks, and to other commands, 

and work within them, and not against them. I have 

always felt that General Stilwell shouldn't have been 

that independent and that remote, and that stubborn. 

There would have been a better effort and a better 

attitude out there, certainly a more aggressive atti· 

tude, and a better combat climate, had he used his 

leadership to pull the forces together and made a 

363 



COCHRAN 

--

team out of it. That team just never happened. It 

didn't happen. 

Now, how serious was that? Well, I have to say that 

you have to put . it in context with the importance of 

that theater. It would seem now, in retrospect, and 

it did seem to me at the time, that this wasn't a 

terribly important part of the global war, of the 

overall war. Naturally, the main show was in Europe. 

It had been Africa and Europe. It had been MacArthur's 

efforts against the Japanese, ~d those were the import­

ant efforts. The India-Burmese border and keeping the 

Chinese channels of supply open was a kind of a side 

issue and wasn't really that important. There, again, 

I come back and you say, "Why did General Marshall 

leave Stilwell out there?" Well, maybe we can see the 

degree of importance that that area was thought of by 

the command in Washington, and "Vinegar Joe" was the 

suitable person for that role out there. It just 

wasn't that big a part of the overall scheme. 

I felt that rather strongly, and when I came back I 

was questioned about that by General Arnold. I 

remember expressing the thought that this wasn't really 

that important an area, and that maybe our ~upplies and 
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our efforts that were going there could be better 

directed somewhere else. When General Arnold asked 

me what I meant by that, I told him that I had learned 

they were planning to send out more air effort to the 

area. 

I know one form that it was to take would be four air 

commandos, or at least three. There were to be three 

more including the one that was out there, and this 

would be a whole big wing of air commando forces. They 

were building them here in the states. Then also, 

there was thought--and this comes to another one of 

your questions--of moving on across Burma and on into 

China. The question was put to me, "How could we take 

the next leg of invasion and go on into China with 

some sort of an air invasion technique?" 

We did some studying. I was briefed partially about 

China, and submitted an idea. General Arnold had 

asked me to think about it and see if we could see any­

thing there. We did say it would be possible to come 

out of, we'll say now, Burma and parts of China by sort 

of hopscotching, or leapfrogging I mean, to get on over 

to the coast of China, and to drop in there from the air 

an<l then build a base, or an enclave, large enough on 
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that coast that you could hold it . Then have that as 

a jumping-off base for Japan. We were asked how you 

could do it, and I remember that one of the plans that 

we thought was feasible was to not use gliders in the 

tow situation to begin with, but with equipment we 

knew. We had studied an area there, and we knew where 

you could come in with a great, great number of C-47s. 

The first ones, for instance, with their equipment in 

them tied, you could actually land those airplanes on 

their bellies. You could get rid of the glider situa­

tion, and actually use a C-47 as a power glider . Take 

it in and land it on its belly, and realize you were 

going to expend it. But we kind of felt, for this 

effort, it would be proper to use them in that manner 

and smash them. Get them in there, and they would have 

good enough equipment to quickly build air strips, and 

then come on in with your transports. By surprise and 

by a sizeable effort, we felt that it was possible to 

establish a base on the Chinese coast. Then MacArthur 

and those forces could come to that, and as they then 

would come into the secure place, it would ever widen, 

and widen, and wid~n, and widen the enclave until you 

have a good aTea that was secure, and then move on from 

there toward Japan. I realize it was kind of a dream. 

It had some practicality, and with great effoTt probably 
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c·ould have been done. But that was the only way we 

thought that our type of experience that we had just 

had in Burma could be extended and used on into China. 

But I didn't have much faith in the idea. I was not 

of the opinion that'the air forces in India should be 

expanded. Having been asked, I had to express what 

I felt, and that's what I expressed. Then General 

Arnold, seeing the way I felt, ·decided that I was to 

be briefed on what the MacArthur island-hopping plan 

was, and how it was going to unfold. That was the 

other plan. I had given my views on the invade-China 

plan and set up some sort of a take-some-part-of-the­

Chinese-Coast plan in order to get at the Japs from 

there. The opposite of that was follow what MacArthur 

had already started to do, and that was approach it 

island by island, by island, and finally build his 

force and invade that way; the project being the invas­

ion of Japan. How do you do it? When I was shown what 

MacArthur's plan was, it just was so much more practical 

and feasible that I knew, and it was obvious, that it 

couldn't compare to the taking of China from the India 

side, and.. try to do it that way. But I remember that 

the practicality of MacArthur's plan was so patent and 

so obvious that I remember my attitude being, "Forget 
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that other business. It doe~n't make sense." However, 

in these briefings and debriefings, and discussions, 

the things that I was saying struck a note i n General 

Arnold, and one day he sent word for me to report to 

his office . I went in and he was coming out . He said, 

"Come on with me." It didn't surprise me. This is 

the way he worked, and this is what he would do. So 

just the two of us went down, and we got in his car. 

We went over to the~-it was a war office and I believe 

it was in the State Department building, as I can 

remember it. It was a war room, and a big one. I 

gathered that this is wheTe the chiefs were briefed. 

I have not been in the building since, but it seems to 

me that that's where it was, and it seemed to me it 

was the State Department building. But, anyway, on 

the way over in the car, he said, '~ou are going to 

meet a fine man. You are going to meet Bob Lovett." 

I said, 0 0h . " Of course , here was the Secretary of War 

at the time; he would be now Secretary of Defense, but 

at that time he was Secretary of War, and it was Mr. 

Lovett. 

We went into a Toom, and we were standing. I remember 

going over and standing i n front of a map of the area 

of the China-Burma-India theater. This wa5 another 
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angle of General Arnold. He just introduced us and 

said to Mr. Lovett, "This is the guy I have been tell­

ing you about. I thought you and I ought to hear what 

he has to say.•• General Arnold just turned to me and 

said, "Talk," (laughter) which is kind of a difficult 

role. But I had sensed from his conversation on the 

way over what he wanted to talk about. He wanted to 

talk about whether or not to beef up the China-Burma­

India theater with more air and ·more action. To make 

a long story short, at the time, I can't remember what 

I said, of course, but I can remember that my inclina­

tion was to say, "No, it's kind of a waste." I 

described some of the attitudes, and I remember being 

asked about the Br.itish air effort out there, and how 

kind of complacent it was, and not terribly aggressive. 

I remember we had an idea that it was manned by dis­

cordant guys, guys that had had it in other sections 

of the war, maybe Africa, maybe England. They were 

fellows who had been worn out, and used up, and would 

end up out in India just because they had to have 

someone there. They had to have some bodies there, 

and they sent their poorest people there. We met and 

knew many of the guys, and this was ou~ opinion, that .. 
most of these guys had wrung themselves out in other 

parts of the world, and they probably had been good, 
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aggressive combat men at one time that had a full 

charge in them, and were now kind of used up. They 

were just out there putting in time. 

I am certain that I am pretty right about that, and 

it isn't a very kind thing to say. But the Briti~h 

Army out there was full of that kind of thing, and 

the Air Force--it was obvious. 

I think Mr. Lovett knew that or had a suspicion of it, 

and I'm pretty sure General Arnold did, too. They 

probably didn't just hear it from me. I think they 

had already heard it, and I remember having the definite 

idea at the time, that as I talked and as I told it as 

straight as I could, and being careful to try to be 

accurate, because I real i zed it was a serious accu~a-

tion, that I was getting from them not many answers 

but kind of looks between them that said, "You see, 

that's what we thought, and here's a guy, he isn't all 

right probably, but he is expressing something that we 

can use . " I suppose in my youth and in· my fervor, and 

sometime in my disgust of some of the attitudes and 
4-

situations out there, that it all poured out . I think 

that probably helped those men come to some sort of a 

decision, or maybe they were just collaborating somethinA 
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that they had already discovered themselves. I'm sure 

I wasn't any deciding factor, but my information or 

my attitudes, or something, probably lent another 

little piece of evidence that they could put together 

to make a decision. I do remember Mr. Lovett's 

graciousness, and I remember what an impressive person 

he was. I know I came away being very proud that we 

had a man like that in the position he was in, and in 

control. He certainly left me with the opinion that 

the war effort, from the civilian side, was in damned 

good hands • 

I probably got a lot of that from General Arnold, from 

the way General Arnold spoke about him. I remember 

afterward saying to General Arnold that that was a 

pretty fine person, and then Arnold talked about him. 

I could get from GeneTal Arnold that he thought a great, 

great deal of Bob Lovett. Then in ensuing years, of 

course, I had reasons, as everyone did, to realize what 

a fine person he was, and what a great contribution he 

made to the war, and what a good man he was, at the 

time, in his position, which of course was never easy. 

I know that the plans, therefore, then for more air 

capability to be sent out to that theater was downgraded. 
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C: It was lessened and one more air commando force went 

out there; the other two went to the South Pacific, 

were diverted to the South Pacific, to be used else­

where, and then I don't know what became of them. 1 

think they were assimilated into the command~ down 

there, and that was the end then. 

(End Side 1, Reel 8) 

H: You mentioned the strong personalities, and the 

different views of these pers~nalities, out in that 

theater. Do you specifically remember any conflict 

between Wingate and Stilwell? 

C: I think their whole relationship was a conflict. Their 

attitude toward each other was certainly in conflict. 

I know there were strong feelings because General 

Wingate attributed the withholding of the American force 

from him, not allowing the American force--it was to be 

one-fourth of Wingate's whole command. I'm pretty sure 

the first concept was that the American forces would, 

in fact, come under his control. I'm sure General 

Wingate felt that Stilwell was the one that said, 

''Scotch that. No, those forces will not work under 

Wingate's control. They won't be under British control, 
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a·nd they won't be under lfingate • s cont ro 1 . " They 

operated separately, and I am sure Wingate attrihuted 

that decision to Stilwell. So there was no love lost 

between the two men, and between the two forces. I 

think the attitude permeated down through the officers, 

probably even · to the men. There was a dislike and 

sometimes a disparagement, and I think I've recounted 

in another place that we weren't held in terribly high 

regard, because our job was to support Wingate, and 

we did it. The American forces felt that we were kind 

of traitors, and they actually used that word. Any~ 

body who would stick with the British and work for them, 

and not work with the Americans who were there in place, 

there was something wrong with them. We had to take 

that. That came down from the Stilwell headquarters, 

so there was no regard. However, I must also say that 

the effort that was coming from the north by General 

Stilwell was a large part of Wingate~s plan, because 

he knew he was up there occupying the Japanese on that 

front, and made it possible for Wingate's air force to 

penetrate in behind the Japanese and below them, south 

of them, and cut off their supplies. So whether they 

liked each other· or not, the whole grand campaign plan 

was a cooperation between the two armies. They could 

do their role that effectively; they weren't out to do 
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each other in, but there was no love lost. I don't 

know of any confrontations between Wingate and 

Stilwell, but I know it was a living attitude of 

opposition. They didn't see eye-to-eye, and I don't 

remember them ever being much in contact with each 

other. Probably through signals, and messa~cs, and 

orders, and planning, and that sort of thing, but, 

personally, I don't remember them ever meeting. I 

know they must have, but I know they were not in com­

munication with each other to any real close degree, 

where they were working in unison. They just both 

did their jobs. 

Of course, they were opposites: one a zealot. Wingate 

was just so aggressive, and they were both egotistical, 

naturally. But one with so much fervor and so much 

fight, and so much desire to aggress, aggress, aggress? 

aggress--pound. You know, Wingate's nature. He was 

really a fighting man. He was obsessed with fightin~. 

Now I am not saying that Stilwell wasn't, but he was 

rather slow, ponderous, almost to the point where we 

felt he was obstru~ting. I realize it's a narrow view 

now that .you look back, but it certainly was exa$perat­

ing at the time and placet and at the moment. It was 

• 

an exasperating thing to watch. • 

374 



• 

• 

• 

COCHRAN 

H: You mentioned that you didn't think Stilwell and 

Wingate had ever met together. Was there any effort 

to bring all these various headstrong leaders together 

at one special conference to nap a strategy? 

C: Yes, and at that conference . . . Well, there must 

have been others, but there was one where the plan was 

presented, and I went to that meeting. It probably 

was one of the first meetings that Lord Louie had 

after he got out there. At the meeting, all of the 

factions, all of the various entities, were represented. 

Chennault was there. I don't remember who the Chinese 

person was. It was not Chiang Kai·shek. But Chennault 

was there, Lord Louie was there, General Stratemeyer, 

our air chief, was there, the British command, and I 

forget the person; they were all drawn together to 

listen to the plan. Wingate was ill at that time. 

Wingate was just out of the hospital, and he was not 

well. But he had a representative there. I was to 

give the aerial invasion concept as we saw it. 

I do believe that without our plan, without our capa· 

bility of taking troops in and putting them in place, 

I don't believe the campaign would have gone forward. 

It was almost stalled. The planning and the ideas were 
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grinding to a halt. I think there was some theory 

that Wingate would not get well, and he wouldn't be 

able to lead it. That seemed to be a relief to a lot 

of folks, to some of the guys that didn't want to go 

forward with this plan, this invasion of Burma. The 

Chinese were hanging back; they were ill-supplied. 

They weren't real favorable. We could sense that. 

They didn't want to use their troops. In other words, 

in this effort they wanted to use them elsewhere, and 

Chiang Kai-shek was limited in his troops, his supplies, 

and his equipment, and he prob~bly had other ideas of 

how he wanted to use them. I won't get into that 

history, but he had his own troubles in his own country. 

To ask him to split off what we would have called a 

brigade, or something like 8, 9, 10,000 troops with all 

their supplies, and move them in place and do the east 

to west effort into northern Burma, maybe he didn't want 

to employ his troops and his limited capability in that 

fashion. Who knows? But there was a dragging of the 

feet there. It seemed to me that it had been agreed 

upon, probably at Quebec or someplace, or the later 

grand plan, including a force of the Chinese, and as 

the time came forward for them to be started and to get 

them in place, there was a reluctance, and they never 

did come into play. Same thing with the American 
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forces. They were there. they were moved in. but they 

never came under Wingate•s control. They never became 

a part of the invasion effort, except to be used as 

a preliminary confrontation with the Japanese to use 

them up. and that was Merrill's Marauder effort down 

through the jungle.· Then, of course. Stilwell's effort, 

the American effort, from the top--from up around Lido-­

to come down the Lido Road which he had been building 

for 2 years. We used to laugh and say. "We are going 

to do in 2 nights what he is trying to do for 2 years." 

Now that was a little bit of arrogance, but it was the 

airman saying, "We can fly over this terrible terrain 

and plunk the forces down in a spot by the use of air." 

Now this plan was brought out at the meeting that I am 

speaking of. I remember Lord Louie saying to me after 

I had done the presentation, my part of it. and he 

used these words. or close to that, "You are the only 

ray of sunshine" expression. That kind of expressed 

the whole idea that if we had not come in there with 

the capability to move the troops by air, I know that 

campaign would have had an altogether different flavor. 

I really know that it was in jeopardy right then and 

there. The plan was in jeopardy and may not have come 

off without the air capability we brought to bear, and 
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supplied in these instances. I think the prospect of 

starting out three different brigades and thousand~ of 

men and equipment, to slog through the jungle for a 

whole month just to get into place, just wasn't looked 

upon as a very rewarding thing to do. I believe that 

our air capability changed that from a plan that haJ a 

rather dismal outlook at this point to something that 

was really exciting and acceptable. 

It's easy to say now that, 0 Well, they should have 

seen that this thing was possible." But we have to 

reconstruct the climate of the times, and no one knew 

whether this could be successful or not. But it made 

so much sense in the planning stage that it was 

accepted as not a possibility but a thing that could 

be done and could be made very effective. I remember 

being elated after the meeting that the mood had changed, 

and that we were getting support from these men, and 

they felt pretty good about what we were talking about. 

Well, of course, we were building a better mousetrap. 

We were building something new, but it looked so 

feasible that we b~gan to feel better about it and 

think of it not as a plan but as a way to go and get 

ready and do. 
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C: I remember I went back to Wingate and recounted what 

had gone on and told him how we were received. Of 

couTse, he already had had word, I suppose, from his 

own people. I remember from that point on that guy 

got well. I wouldn't have given you a nickel for him 

just before that. He was down; he was quite ill. I 

believe his illness was close to typhoid or something 

of that sort. But I also believe that he had an ill-

ness of confidence; he was disappointed. We weren't 

faring very well. Although our plan was going forward, 

it was getting shot at by so many people. The factions 

were powerful that were against this plan, and were 

against Wingate. But I know he was down in spirit as 

well as physically down, and this one meeting that I 

am speaking of, where all the heads were there, and 

there was a community of feeling after it, that this 

was a good plan and, lo and behold, the only one, and 

that it should go forward, I know it built up his 

spirits. I know it helped him get well, because from 

that point on he came back fast. Then he became his 

old self again, and he came quite aggressive after 

that. 

At that meeting, by the way, I was trying to deal with 

General Chennault, because he was getting some P~38s 
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that he wanted. We were getting P-Sls that I tried to 

sell him, and I went into a long business . 1 had 

a theme, and the theme was that--1 was borrowing his 

attitude--that every hour they flew over there had to 

count, because eyery gallon of gasoline had to be flown 

over the Hump. You had to really put it to use; you 

didn't waste anything in his theater. So it seemed to 

me that there was a good basis for a little bit of 

bartering, because I expressed to him the thought that 

you've got two engines there, and it's really using up 

double fuel . And, really, the P- 51 with a single engine 

was such a marvelous piece of equipment, and it had the 

new rocket capability, just as did his P-38s that he was 

going to get. I remember dwelling on the rocket5 and 

telling him what I figured that his guys could do with 

rockets on the Sls, and that we would trade airplane for 

airplane. Now, we wanted the P-38, because we thought 

it was a better platform for air-to-ground action that 

we were planning. We thought it was a better platform 

for rockets and would carry more bombs, and would carry 

a better payload, and could remain in enemy territory 

longer. It had a greater range. 

t tried to con him out of his P-38s, and he list~ned and 

listened, and just kind of looked at me, and 1 said, 
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-
'~ou really ought to have the P-Sls. That would help 

us all." He just looked at me and said, 0 That's very 

interesting." (laughter) That was as far as I got. 

He didn't buy it. He didn't buy it at all. So we 

didn't get his 38s. We kept going with our Sls. But 

he was for our plan, and I know Mountbatten was. It 

was probably his leadership that kept the thing intact. 

It pleased me at the time to be able to give him some­

thing that he could justify going ahead with because 

again, I go back. This is General Arnold's foresight 

or something; but we were a deciding factor at that 

time on whether to scotch this thing OT go ahead with 

it. Our demonstrated ability to transport the troops 

in there was the deciding factor and, oddly enough, 

that wasn't thought of when we left the United States-­

that phase of it. I came out of that meeting, and I 

remember saying to Arvid Olson, who was our operations 

officer, Colonel Olson. I said, "We'd better got ahold 

of Washington and up the number of gliders." I believe 

we had planned on 100 gliders, and I think we upped it 

to 150 right then and there. We were dealing that close 

to the vest at the time, and it seemed obvious to us 

that if t~s thing was going to go, we would need more 

gliders . 
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C: But I am sure, to go back more to the question, there 

were meetings upon meetings, upon meetings, that is, 

between the representatives of the various factions. 

I don't personally remember any other summit meetings, 

so to speak, where all the hats were. I remember as 

Olson and I went into this meeting, we realized that 

we were going in with the top brass, and we were the 

youngsters, and we laughed. We looked over, and all 

the men had come in and put their hats on this one 

table. Here was Mountbatten's gleaming white hat with 

all the braid on it. The table was lousy with braid 

on the visors. Then the colorful British army hat, and 

I forget what Chennault had . He always wore an overseas 

cap. That was thrown on there. Stilwell's funny--you 

know, the Boy Scout hat he wore, the campaign hat--that 

was thrown on there. We stood there and laughed at 

this table of hats representing all the brass and braid. 

I remember, also, we weren't dressed properly . I think 

we were just in khakis as was everybody else. You know 

the climate there, you can picture. But the hats were 

rather impressive. 

H: Was Mountbatten able to work quite effectively with 

Wingate? 

38 2 

• 

• 



• 

COCHRAN 

--
C: Yes. He believed in Wingate, and Wingate recognized 

Lord Louie's authority. Now that might sound funny, 

but he didn't recognize very many people. Sometimes, 

he purposely was rather antagonistic toward some 

authority . He resented a lot of it when he thought it 

was improper or thought it was faulty. But not so with 

Lord Louie, and I have always told the folks over in 

England that Louie Mountbatten was more our champion 

than they even realized, because ·when a command has a 

fellow in it like the obstreperous full-charged guy that 

Wingate was, that's not easy on a commander. I remind 

you of General Eisenhower having to control George 

Patton. A great part of leadership is to know how to 

use the talents and the capabilities of each of your 

guys, and when you got one guy that's an obstreperous 

brat that doesn't get along with the other folks, and 

that sort of thing, it's not easy for the leader to 

keep all the factions at peace, and use each one of 

them to the best ability. Lord Louie certainly did 

that very thing with Wingate. But there was an admira-

tion by Wingate of Lord Louie. 

Now, he also knew from whence came his power, because 

Wingate's power was actually Churchill. Churchill had 

decided that he was the guy and put him in place. At 
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the Quebec Conference he said, "All right, we are going 

to take back northern Burma for you, and here is the 

guy that is going to do it." Then Lord Louie was going 

out there, so it was cut and dried. The other people 

didn't want to believe that, a lot of the underlings, 

but that was the word, and that was the order, and that 

W·as it. You were going to do it no matter how much 

fussing there was down below. Tha top knew what the 

effort was, and that was it. Wingate was smart enough 

to realize that his power was from Churchill, throuRh 

Mountbatten, to himself. He k~ew how to work it. He 

used it and, as I recounted earlier in one of the tapes, 

Wingate had not the least bit of compunction, he didn't 

hesitate one bit to fire off a telegram to Churchill, 

just right off, and send it through. Of course, I don't 

know whether they got through or not, but I know he sent 

them. I know he would fire them off. 

So he had the blessing of the very top, and he was put 

there through agreement between Mr. Roosevelt, Mr. 

Churchill, and the Supremo, Lord Louie. So he had a 

shelter there. No matter what happened in the in-fi~hting 

down below, that was still the power. But I remember the 

association between Mountbatten and Wingate as beinR very 
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healthy, and very good, and a great deal of respect, 

and a great deal of wisdom on Lord Louie's part in 

using the cantankerous, obstreperous talent of Wingate. 

H: You mentioned that the British had an awful lot of 

deadwood out in the CBI. Do you feel then that Wingate 

and Mountbatten were really the only two exceptions to 

the rule? 

C: Oh no, they had some real fine people that came over 

to us, some guys that really wanted to fight. But I 

would say there was kind of a malaise that permeated 

that whole co11J1and out there, because they had been 

there so long, and it was discouraging . They only got 

supplies or notice or a commendation, or whatever you 

have. They only got what was left over. The main 

effort of the British and our forces, the American forces, 

was elsewhere; the important stuff was going on elsewhere. 

Most of the talent, and the equipment, and the backing 

were in the other areas, and this was a stepchild area 

that w~s rather a side issue. It showed. I think when 

armies get in place and there isn't much fighting to do, 

they began to degenerate . That's a harsh word, but 

their spirits lag or flag, and the officers' club, and 

the enlisted men's club, and the creature comforts become 
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quite important. The in-fighting in commands, or the 

jostling for positions and filling spaces in the organi­

zation, the ambitions co·me out. An army, especially one 

overseas, needs some action, needs some fighting, neeJs 

some reasons for being, and when things slow down, the 

rocks start coming in. The individuals are people that 

are trapped in this, fine people, but where arc they 

going to go? As I say, their efforts get into housekeep­

ing and supplies. It's a thing you can almost feel. 

H: Where did Mountbatten operate out of? Where did he have 

his headquarters? 

C: First in New Delhi and then down at Calcutta, and then 

back in New Delhi. Our air was in Calcutta, but his 

main digs were, at that time, in New Delhi. 

H: How did Stilwell view your air commandos? 

C: I don't think he believed in the airplane at all. I 

don't remember him ever wanting much of it, or using i t . 

It wasn't in his scheme of things . He wanted to build 

tlwt road • ..,That w:t~ his way of doing, and huildinv, th a t 

1.i<lo Roacl, <ind the trut·ks . Mile s an<l mi lc s of trucks 

that sat over there, and sat over there, and rotted wait ­

ing to use the road. The road was a difficult thing to 
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build.in the jungle. You'd go forward a foot and come 

back two, and the rainy season would get you, that sort 

of thing. It was a tough effort. 

H: Did he sort of feel that your outfit was stealing some 

of his fame? 

C: I don't know. I think he suffered us, and that was 

about it. There we were, you know. He went on about 

his business. I think he is too big of a man to worry 

about us stealing any of his glory. He had his own 

concepts. There was no way we could steal it. He was 

a well-established character. I don't think he looked 

at us as much of a threat. He just put up with us. 

H: How did you view the very controversial Chiang Kai·shek? 

There have been all kinds of viewpoints, pro and con, 

about the man. 

C: I was very much on the periphery of that. I remember 

hearing attitudes, rumors, and talk, but nothing I could 

ever put my finger on, as saying I knew anything posi· 

tively, that I experienced anything. It didn't seem to 

be much of a factor in our concentration. The only thing 

I knew, it seemed to me he withheld Chinese troops when 

the plan was that he was to provide them. He was the 

kind of thing that was just out there. I can't tell you 
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much about him. I didn't know anything ahout him. He 

was just another entity that existed over there. J knew 

none of the interworkings of that, just hearsay. 

H: You already talked about this a little bit, but how wa s 

the association· between Chennault and Stilwell? Did 

they work together effectively? 

C: No. No, again I have the impression that there wasn't 

much of a meeting of the minds there at all . It cer­

tainly wasn't a meeting of character. Again, Chennault 

was the consummate air man. Chennault was air from the 

word _8£; Stilwell was the epitome of the ground person, 

the old infantry slug-it - out, slosh-through- the-marshes 

kind of tough effort, and I just don't think that their 

personalities had much in common at all . Now, what they 

got into with Chinese ground forces and that sort of 

thing, and what Stilwell should have had, and what he 

got, I don't know anything about. But I am of the opinion, 

having watched it, that there was hardly anything in 

common between those two men. This was another one of 

the divi sive attitudes that went on out there, and it 

was these strong guys who were just set in their ways . 

There wasn't a great deal of team effort at all . I 

think Chennault had a strong idea of what his role was, 

388 • 



• 

• 

• 

H: 

COCHRAN 

and it was to support the Chinese in any way he could. 

Boy, he did it and, of course, that wasn't Stilwell's 

role. Stilwell's main compulsion was to take back what 

he had lost, what he had been kicked out of, and try to 

get northern Burma back, try to get Burma back, because 

he had been kicked out of it. He was stubborn, and he 

was positive he was going to get back. All his thinking 

was focused on that main thing, getting back, and he was 

going to do it on the ground. It was the only way he 

understood and wanted to do it. I suppose we can say 

that it's just normal that he would feel that way. I 

really don't believe that General Stilwell understood 

the use of air. 

Did you sense this hostility between these two when you 

attended this so-called summit meeting? 

C: No, there was no hostility in that room. You know how 

men are when they meet. They don't show those things. 

I don't remember any at all. I don't remember. There 

might have been some objections, or there might have 

been the kind of questions that would indicate an atti­

tuue of opposition to the idea. You know how men will 

ask a question that is loaded enough that you can guess 

that they don't buy the situation. There were questions 

like that, but by the time it got up to the summit, the 
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in-fighting had been done. Mast of the tussling and the 

conflict had gone on between the staff, and when it 

finally gets up there, the men are big enough that they 

say, "Well, I guess this has gone forward whether I like 

it or not," and they will just shut up on it. But, no, 

I don't remember any animosity being shown at all. 

H: Would you like to discuss any further the status of the 

air commandos, how they were set up, and whether there 

were attempts to have them absorbed into other units or 

some such things? 

C: Of course, the first one, we have pointed out, was a 

task force, and it was a single-purpose organization 

that was to run about 6 months and just work itself out 

and go away. But as we kept building, and building, 

and building, we realized that this could be another 

form of combat unit. As I say, it didn't start out 

that way, but as it began to formalize itself, and the 

desire of the command function to make order out of 

everything, the closest organizational unit to what 

we had was a group . in the Air Force. So they made us 

a provisional group, as I remember it, because after 

we got over there, we had to have a number . You had 

to be identified some way, and so we were a provisional 
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-. 
g·Toup whose number I have forgotten. This was an 

attempt to make order out of this completely different 

kind of a unit that was floating around, the task force. 

So they formalized it and made it a group. Well, then 

they said, "Well, now we can make more groups of air 

commandos, and it will be like a bomber group, or a 

fighter group, or whatever, and then it will build it­

self into wings. You will have three and a headquarters 

and a wing, or something of that nature, three groups." 

Now, it started to take that form, and we did actually 

build, I believe, four air commando groups. One was 

already out there. The one that was the task force 

became now a group. Then there was another group sent 

out, the 2d Air Commando, and that was sent to India 

for the next season. Then the other two went to the 

South Pacific. They were diverted. Evidently, the 

5tructure, or the animal, was not healthy, because it 

didn't last. It didn't, in fact, become another kind 

of air unit. It never jelled, because here you've aot 

transports, fighters, bombers, gliders, liaison aircraft, 

and you put that together, and you say, "Now, that's a 

group." ..Well, it wa~n't, and there was always a tendency 

to split it off. There was always the thing there that 

if it got in position it had to be supported by other 
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people, and it would start to draw from other units. 

"Bring in that fighter squadron; bring in those trans ­

ports over there, and attach them to this thing . 11 So 

the concept just did not lend itself to order, and it 

died. 

H: Do you think it was purely the personality of General 

Arnold that kept the thing intact in the first place? 

C: Yes, the task force, oh definitely. Yes, it was hjs 

idea completely, and his authority that kept it 

together. Every other force bearing upon it wanted 

to split it and put it back where it belonged . Take 

the various parts and put them back. Take those 

transports and put them back over in the Transport 

Command. Take those fighters and put them back over 

where they belong . There's always that tendency to 

do this, because this was a special thing. It didn't 

belong. It didn't belong anywhere, and there was always 

that tendency to do it, and that's what happened. Now, 

we still have such forces, but they call them special 

forces, as you know. They are down at Eglin, and the 

1st Air Commando still exists. It has a diFfcrcnt 

form, and it did fight in Vietnam, and President Kc11nedy 

brought the 1st Air Commando back into active duty 
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early in the Vietnam thing when our country could see 

there was, in fact, going to be some kind of 

unconventional-conventional warfare over there, the 

guerrilla-type action, and that we were going to get 

in it. One of the things that lent itself to that kind 

of warfare, again, was the commando idea to be worked 

in the jungles. It took a different form but, again, 

it was Air Force jungle forces, the guerrilla-type thing, 

and the training went on down there at Eglin. They got 

jungle training and guerrilla training, and that still 

goes on. But they are now part of what is known as 

Special Forces, which comes.under Tactical Air there 

at Eglin. They served very, very valiantly in the 

Vietnamese war. 1£ you remember, they had AT-6s that 

they were using for ground support and had an excellent 

record there. Now, when they were brought back into 

being and revitalized, put active again, that was kept 

secret for awhile, I later learned. I, myself, didn't 

know that the 1st Air Commando had been reactivated 

and was again training. They kept it quiet. 

H: Wasn't that due to the fact that they were in support 

of thatsoii Tay raid up in North Vietnam to try and 

release those captives? 
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C: No, the time I'm speaking of is long before that when 

President Kennedy • . • Even before we got more involved 

in Vietnam, they were planning, and they looked at, first, 

where do you find jungle forces? 

(End Side 2, Reel 8) 

H: Would you like to continue where we left off? You men ­

tioned during the break something about the opium trade. 

Would you like to talk about that a little bit? 

C: Yes, but let's not label it "opium trade . " In our sur ­

vival kits that we carried, the kit being attached to 

the parachute, the seat part of the parachute, and we 

had the usual currency, money; we had some gold certifi ­

cates, and yen were useless. Money wasn't very good in 

that area, because if you were down behind enemy lines, 

and you were trying to induce the natives to help you, 

they were most cautious about that sort of thing, even 

though they would want to help you. They would have to 

think it over , because you were there one day, and maybe 

the Japanese would come in 2 or 3 days later and have 
..... 

found out that they helped you . The Japanese would 

then take it out on them. So, they were reluctant to 

aid an American or Britisher, because they would get 
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tol~-on, and after all, the Japanese were occupying, 

and they would come along and, as I say, take it out on 

those folks who would help you . So they didn't want to 

get caught with American money. That would be a dead 

giveaway--or British money. Also, we have to remember, 

money isn't much use to a fellow in the jungle. Where 

is he going to spend it? You know, they don't have 

supermarkets, . and money is useless there. You could 

hand a guy a $20.00 bill, and what would he do with it? 

There is no market. So I don't know whether this was a 

British idea, or where we got the idea, but we realized 

that legal tender, we'll ca~l it, could be opium, 

realizing that most of the people in there used opium-­

or a lot of them used opium. Opium was scarce. It 

became a very valuable medium of exchange, and so we 

would carry a chunk of opium about the size of a square, 

maybe not quite 2 inches all the way around, and that's 

quite a bit of opium. I don't know whether you have 

ever seen opium in its raw state. We realized we 

were dealing in a pretty precarious substance. Dope is 

not the kind of thing you run around and throw around, 

and we had to account for it. But I personally flew to 

a British opium· factory in India. There was a landing 

strip near there, and we landed. I was in the company 

of British authorities, and I signed for so many bricks 
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of this opium. The bricks were about the size of a 

pound of butter, or maybe a little larger, but about 

the size of a small house brick. The stuff was kin<l 

of like tar. Then we took it back and set up a quite 

rigid system of accountability for each and every ounce 

of that stuff. You had to cut it up. I remember the 

consistency of it being tar-like and resisting the 

knives, but I supervised the cutting up of the hrick~ 

into squares and then packaging them, and issuing them 

to the pilots who would be working over enemy territory 

and would be liable to capture. They would have with 

them, with all their other survival gear, they would 

have this hunk of bribery that might help them. Now, 

we realized the danger, that if a guy knew you had it, 

and he wanted it as strongly as people who use opium 

want it, you were liable to get your head snapped off 

just in order to get it. We had to be conscious of 

that, and we had to consider that. But we still con­

sidered it a pretty good thing to have if you're in 

danger, and you could use it to buy your way out of a 

tough situation. 

So then we learned that, in some instances, when you're 

in there in the jungle and you wanted to get somehody 

to help you to scratch out an air strip along a stream, 
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or knock down some of the walls of rice paddies, smooth 

the furrows out, and you needed manpower, that you 

could use opium again as a medium of exchange, as money. 

You could pay for labor with so much opium, and what 

you did, you could go to a headman in the village and 

tell him how much opium you would give him for what, 

and you would haggle the price. Then he would order 

workers out to help you scratch out this strip. Maybe 

fell some trees and knock down, smooth out ground, and 

make a strip long enough for a light airplane to get in 

there to take out maybe a wounded person, or get a guy 

who was down, or to just supply the air strips that we 

were always buildjng all over the place-~to come in near 

the troops, to bring in supplies, and bring out their 

wounded. 

We found that opium was good money, where money was 

nothing. So we did that terrible thing. Well, you 

couldn't defend the morality of it. I can't defend it 

now, but I could at the time rationalize that if my 

life were in danger, or we desperately needed some labor, 

that we were not above using the opium to buy people. I 

know that's nasty, but it seemed pretty practical at the 

time, and we use to kid about it. Our gag was ••• and 

we hoped that Mrs. Roosevelt would never find out about 

this. (laughter) 
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C: For some reason or another, we didn't want the "Dear 

Eleanor" to know that her dashing American air people 

were bribing natives with opium, We found another 

valuable substance to barter, and this goes back to 

Colonel Arvid Olson. He went down in a glider on the 

invasion night, and he landed very near some Japanese 

troops. The men in the glider were British troop~, 

and they all spread out. They knew that their salva­

tion was to spread out, and Olson and some other man--

I forget who that was--but they knew they were being 

chased, and they knew they could hear dogs. They knew 

they had dogs on them. They realized the Japanese knew 

they were in the area, that there was someone in the 

area. Arvid act~ally went into a river, swam a river, 

and was able to make it--he and his companion. They 

saved themselves by getting under the overhang of a 

river, and the Japs actually came along on that hank 

searching them, and they were hidden underneath there 

in the dark. They were able to move some more that 

night, and the next day they got in the hands of natives. 

I believe it was a couple of weeks before the word got 

back to us where they were. I'm not sure if it was this 

instance or some other instance where we rescued a man, 

but the word came out that these natives had a very, very 

pronounced salt lack which seemed to us rather odd. But 
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when the body needs salt, the want is as great as what 

we know is a sugar want. These people needed salt so 

badly that they would work for it, and so we were told 

to drop so many bags of salt in such and such clearing, 

and "The clearing will be marked . You go in and drop 

that salt in there, and we will get the headman and 

barter with the salt. We will barter our salt for his 

labor . He will scratch out a strip and you'll be able 

to come in and get us . '' We did that very thing, and 

we did it more than once. We found that the natives had 

a great want, and we could supply it very, very easily. 

So we would trade our salt for their labor and get 

things built for ourselves. I had never understood a 

salt lack, but then you've got to remember that much of 

the travel in medieval times, the old times, the going 

to India and all that, trying to find a route to India, 

was not entirely for gold, it was salt. There was a 

great salt trade in the old days, because there was a 

great salt lack in Europe. They didn't have any, and 

they had to get it from elsewhere. Salt was a very, 

very valuable and necessary mineral. Our bodies need 

it, and when our bodies don't have it, the want is a 

very, very strong force. We ran across that very thing 

in the jungles there in Burma, and found that we could 

use it to our advantage. So it was salt and opium that 

399 



COCHRAN 

--

oftentimes bribed the natives when you couldn't give 

him money. What was money? It was nothing. But he 

widerstood salt, and he understood opium. 

H: Did any congressmen ever get wind of this opium 

business? 

C: No, we didn't see many congressmen . out in our dirty end 

of the world. I imagine there were some around, but I 

don't ever remember a visit in this rough area by a 

congressman. I'm not saying that they wouldn't want to 

come there, but it wasn't on their route. Again, this 

wasn't the big war. They weren't out there, but we 

thought of things like that, and I am glad no congress ­

man ever got ahold of it. I don't remember even Lowell 

or any of the people who wrote about this, bringing up 

the opium trade we were guilty of. We were conscientious, 

however, I must add quickly here; we kept pretty doggone 

good track of that opium. We didn't want it to get out 

of hand and, of course, it isn't like today . Drugs and 

so forth are a big part of civilization now. At that 

time, it was extremely unordinary to have anything to do 

with Jrugs. We didn't even understand it. We <lidn't 

realize what a lethal thing we were carrying around. 

Drugs were so remote to an Air Force pilot, that it was 
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j~st exactly what we were to use it for. We were 

going to use it to get some man to do our bidding, to 

help us get out of a bad jam. We were willing to lower 

ourselves to do this immoral thing to get us out of 

jams. 

Then we did use it as a source of payment for labor, 

but we didn't throw it around. We had a very, very 

limited supply of it. I don't remember ever resupply­

ing ourselves, and the guys just carried that darn 

thing and then, I think, we handed most of it all back; 

I forget. We had to account for it, and we handed it 

all back. It was not a thing you expended, and I 

imagine we lost some, and we "spent" some there in 

the jungles. 

H: Was there much addiction to this stuff amongst the 

Burmese? 

C: Yes, the hill people. Yes, there must have been. 

H: Is there anything else you'd like to discuss before 

we get over into your experiences back in North Africa 

. again? 
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C: No, we may think of something later. Thinking of 

North Africa, it occurred to me that maybe we ought 

to talk a little more about the unique experience of 

going off a catapult carrier into a battle situation. 

When I was appointed by General Cannon to take command 

of the reserve pilots, the replacement pilots, that 

were to accompany the 33d Group into the North African 

invasion situation, I had never he~rd of a catapult of 

this kind. Naturally, I knew about catapults because 

I was an airman, but that was Navy stuff, and we had 

never seen a catapult. It was my concept that they 

were fired off kind of like a cannon. A charge wa~ put 

in, and pow! Off they'd go. So my first introduction 

to the catapult idea was just so foreign that I had 

never heard of it, and here I was being told that I 

was going to be in command of 35 P-40s that were on a 

British aircraft carrier, and we were to be fired off 

when we got to our destination. Of course, at that 

time, I didn't know where we were going to go, but we 

were aware that a force was being gathered to go into 

North Africa, but no one knew exactly where. 

So 1 suddenly realized that I'd better know something 

about catapulting P-40s off the deck of a carrier, and 
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I didn't have much time. I think we were due to leave 

in 3 or 4 days. I said, "Where am I going to learn 

about this? Where am I going to get my instructions?" 

Here I was, 1·•m in charge, and I'm going on with a 

bunch of Britishers onto a carrier, and we know beans 

about catapulting. ·so I was told to get in touch with 

a lieutenant commander at some Navy emplacement in 

Philadelphia. I got him on a scramble phone, and he 

started to instruct me about catapults. Of course, I 

wanted to discuss it first, then I wanted to know just 

how we would go about this activity. I remember I had 

some sort of a pamphlet that was given to me, and I was 

questioning him about some regulations of some sort. 

It was a Navy regulation, probably a technique kind of 

instruction, that I was reading . It did.n' t make an 

awful lot of sense, but this man did. He was good. 

He said, "All right, I know that equipment, and I know 

that installation. What you'd better have when you go 

off the carrier, you should have a breeze as close to 

15 miles an hour across the deck as you can get, and 

your ship should be doing 15 knots. So you should get 

the ship to get you into a wind, naturally, get as 

much air .over that deck as you possibly can, and get 

him to go full out and get at least 15 knots. This 

mechanism can't handle an airplane over 7,000 pounds, 
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so your aircraft should be 7,000 pounds and not any­

more.0 Then h~ staTted reading me how much pressure 

the mechanism should have in it, and this was done 

with air pressure. He got into the mechanism where 

he lost me. I ·r.ealized that if I was going to have 

anything to do with the running of that catapult 

mechanism, we were lost. I trusted that the people 

who owned it knew how to work it. But he told me how 

much pressure I should have, and that I should insist 

on it . I should insist on the speeds so that I had 

enough air across the deck to get me into the wind, 

and to get me into the air. Then the weight of my 

aircraft. and that's about the bare bones of what I 

knew. 

Now the other 34 guys didn•t know anything, and they 

were gathered from hither and yon. They were not an 

organization as I explained on another tape. They 

were all youngsters, and they were the replacements, 

and somebody had to get them of£ that carrier into 

the battle of Casablanca, and be on the ground to 

replace those who were lost in the battle of the 33d 

Group. We had these 35 P-40s . I rem~mber my first 

sight of them. I was on shore. and I looked out into 

New York harbor and the convoy was forming, and there 
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were more danm ships than I had ever seen in my life. 

They kept pointing at this one odd-looking thing that 

was sticking up out of the water, and they said, 

"There are your airplanes. They're sitting there on 

that deck. You see them?" Here were these 35 P-40s 

perched up on this deck very, very high out of the 

water, it seemed to me. So I said, "What in the devil 

is that thing?" They said, "That is His Majesty's 

Ship Archer." (laughter) l've ·always said, "Leave it 

to the British to name a catapult carrier "Archer." 

What Archer was, was a converted Mormac liner. It was 

a banana boat; and if I remember my figures correctly, 

it was about 240 feet long, and it stuck 60 feet out of 

the water. What they had done was, they just built a 

platform completely over on top of the superstructure 

of this banana boat. Now picture an oceangoing boat; 

you remember the bow is high and it comes along, and 

then there is an indentation down to the decks where 

the cargo is loaded down into the hold. Then you come 

along to the superstructure of where the man runs the 

ship, that central part, and then you go down again 

and then back to the bow which rises again. Now, they 

had built JJ. platform completely on top of that whole 

thing and, therefore, it was very high out of the water. 

It didn't look very stable or seaworthy, because we 
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kept saying to each other, "This doggone thing is a 

quarter as high as it is long." Then we learned, 

after we got on it, that in order to keep it from 

toppling over, because it was very top heavy, that its 

hold was loaded with cement. So the cement, being down 

in the bottom, would keep the top from rolling over. 

Well, luckily I knew nothing, of course, about ships. 

I knew nothing of the sea. So I didn't realize what a 

peculiar animal that ship was, and again I trusted 

everybody knew what they were doing. But it turns out 

that this Mormac liner was a small carrier. You realize 

it had to be a catapult carrier. It could get things 

off, but it couldn't receive them. It was too short to 

land back on . 

But it was designed to accompany convoys with a few 

British Navy-type aircraft. I remember that they had 

some odd articles called the "American Buffalo," which 

was a fat Who built the Buffalo? 1 don't 

remember, but it was a fat kind of airplane that looked 

something like a Grumman. Maybe it was· a Curtiss, I 

don't know. But they were British aircraft, and they 

had a few of those on board, and the idea would be 

that when they got in trouble and if aircraft were 

after the convoy, they would launch their airplanes 
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and fight, and then they would go down into the sea, 

the land-based aircraft. That's what would happen to 

us; if we didn't make it, we would go into the sea. 

You understand, this ship could not receive much of an 

airplane back on its deck. Maybe it could have received 

the Buffalo, but I doubt it. It was completely a cata­

pult carrier. It was not a carrier that had as its 

added equipment catapult capability as our carriers are 

built. 

So here was my dear banana boat sticking out there, 

and there were my airplanes on there, and here were 

my guys. So we got together and they put us on board. 

I don't even remember having any orders. I never saw 

a written order. But I was supplied with certain 

instructions that I was not to open until I got to sea, 

and I was supplied with a packet of maps for each of 

my guys and that sort of thing. 

By the way, after I got on board and I opened these 

things and looked at them, then I knew where we were 

going. But, of course, I was under rigid security 

control, absolute secrecy. I would not even reveal 

this to the captain of this carrier who was transporting 

me and my guys over. I felt that I shouldn't even talk 
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to him about it, and I never did. It turned out that 

I was the only guy on the carrier that knew we were 

going to Casablanca, or Port Lyautey, that coast. 

Whether we were going in at Casablanca or Port Lyautey 

or Rabat, whichever, I didn't know, but I had maps 

and descriptions of all of those airports. I also 

carried with me, I remember, another set which gave me 

the landing fields around Oran which would have been 

through Gibraltar and on into the Mediterranean, an<l 

over around on to that part of Algeria. Evidently, 

that was an optional plan. It . turned out that we used 

the Casablanca plan and we didn't go into Oran, but we 

were prepared to be shot off wherever this was decided. 

I think Casablanca was decided all the time, as I 

remember it, because this is where Patton went in. He 

had maybe weather conditions or enemy displacement, or 

whatever. We had an optional plan to go on into Oran, 

and then, if you remember, some of the forces did come 

into it, that part of the Mediterranean. 

Our trip over was a rough one. I think we were in a 

convoy of some 50 or 52 ships. The seas were unkind, 

and were most unkind to this very top-heavy aircraft 

carrier that we had, that we were in, and the British 

people were a revelation to us. We were on their ship, 
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of course, and we were 35 Yanks with some mechanics, 

and these P-40s on their decks. The first thing I 

found was, it was very, very difficult to secure the 

P-40s to those decks. We had them tied down, and tied 

down, and tied down again, and they would move, because 

the rolling of the ship and the vibration of its engines 

would cause those airplanes to move ever so slightly, 

and they were so jammed on the deck that they began to 

move into each other. We caught this quickly, and we 

devised all manner of ways to try to snug those things 

to that floor so that they couldn't move. With the 

vibration up and down, which was quite pronounced on 

that deck, the vibration of that propeller--! imagine 

it came from the wheel as it would turn--would vibrate 

that deck so that it was perceptively moving. The 

airplanes would bounce up and down about maybe an inch 

travel on the oleos or struts, and they would sit there 

and you'd get that motion. Then you'd get a rolling 

motion of the aircraft carrier, and that deck was so 

high that when it leaned over to the left, and the 

bouncing effect, the airplane would tend to move. So 

we had an awful time with that. Then the wind was a 

factor. The wind was blowing across that deck so 

strongly that you didn't dare put anything down. We 

had all landlubbers. Our mechanics were landlubbers, 
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and they were in the habit of. removing a piece of 

cowling to work on an airplane, to make some kind of 

adjustment, and they would take the whole side of the 

engine cowling off and lay it down on the deck. The 

wind would get it, and it would start moving across 

the deck. So we had to devise new disciplines on our­

selves. We said, "You will never lay anything down on 

that deck that you don't wrap a line around." A rope 

we would call it. The British were trying to help us, 

and they'd say, "We'll have to put a line around every­

thing, or pieces of your aircraft are going to blow 

into the sea." I could see myself getting over there 

and saying, "Well, ~ive of these mothers won't get off 

of here, because it doesn't have half its cowling. It 

blew into the sea ... So I got everybody together, and 

we cautioned each other that this was a new element 

that we never had to deal with on land, and we'd better 

be cautious. By the way, as an aside, I was on deck 

one day and I saw a piece of cowling moving, and there 

it was going to go. It was going into the sea just as 

sure as anything, and I started to run: Of course, I 

had been around P-40s an awful lot. You know the air-

plane, and you know where things are on it. You know 

when you duck under a wing that your head is going to 

clear, and I wanted to duck under this airplane and 
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-
make a flying tackle of this 6-foot, long piece, of 

engine cowling that was moving, and I wanted to grab 

it. But I had forgotten that this P-40 had a bomb rack 

mounted under the wing. and it had kind of a wide bolt 

coming down, a bolt that came down and separated into 

two parts, and· that was kind of a shackle on to which 

something else fitted. It was hanging down there, and 

I rammed my head right into that thing going full tilt. 

I made my flying tackle and saved the piece of cowling, 

but I became a casualty. 

I had a very, very bad cut on my head, actually an 

indentation, of where I rammed that doggone thing right 

smack into the skull . I didn't go out, I remember that, 

but I was quite a mess. They took me to their surgeon 

on board, and he sewed it up. I remember he had to 

shave the thing around . So I had a thing on my head 

about a good-sized silver dollar, hole on my dome. Of 

course, they kidded me about being such a landlubber 

and such an idiot. Anyway, why didn't I have my helmet 

on? 

Well, from then on in, we realized that things like this 

could happen, and we di d wear the liners of our helmets 

around. On another occasion, I was again diving for 
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something and I hit my head. I had my liner on at that 

time, but it snapped my mouth shut so hard when I hit 

that·-my two front teeth here had been damaged in an 

accident at one earlier time. I had porcelain caps on 

these two front teeth. My mouth snapped shut, and 

didn't I break one of my caps? So here I was toothless, 

one tooth out of the front of my head, that one big 

tooth there. I went through the whole African thing 

and, of course, there weren't any caps. The dentists 

in Africa that finally caught up with us weren't 

equipped for this kind of cos~etic dental work, so I 

went through the whole African Campaign with a front 

tooth out, that is, only the stub of the tooth was 

there. The cap fits over it, so I had a gap there. 

That happened to me. The captain of the ship said, 

"Hey, we'd better keep you in your bunk, because you 

and these ships don't get along. You're just clobbering 

yourself before you ever get into battle. You're 

accident-prone on this thing. " Lo and behold, I was . 

Then we kidded that there's going to be a third one. 

All things happen in threes, and all that stuff. But 

he said~ ''Boy, maybe you'd better stay in your state · 

room." I said, "Maybe it would be a good idea," 

laughingly, of course. Well, lo and behold, I was in 

the stateroom, and this ship is rolling. We are not 
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sailors, and I didn't know about it, but I was in my 

quarters in the bath part of it. I think I had been 

shaving, and the door was behind me, and the ship was 

rolling. I made a turn, not looking, to go out of .the 

bathroom, and the door had swung back because of the 

movement of the ship. The door and I collided right 

smack on my nose. I got it right in the nose. (laughter) 

You've heard the excuse, you know, "What happened to 

you?" "Well, I walked into a door." Well, I walked 

into this heavy steel door, and I had two black eyes 

that were the prettiest looking things you ever saw 

in your life. So I was really accident-prone on that 

ship. It was actually the physical living example of 

the fact that this ship was a foreign country to us. 

We were landlubbers if you ever saw them, and we had 

land airplanes, and here we were at sea on a British 

aircraft carrier of dubious capabilities. So our trip 

was rough, and we added to it because of our ineptness-­

mine anyhow, and various things were happening to all 

the guys. But the British were very hospitable, made 

us very, very welcome. We struck up some very close 

ties in the 12 days that we were at sea with these 

folks. We had a lot of fun with them, and they had 

fun with us because of our different ways, and our 

laughing at them, and their laughing at us. Our 
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situation was rather peculiar, because I found out 

after I got on board that they, in fact, didntt know 

much about catapults either, although they had been 

briefed, and they had been through tests . They, in 

fact, had come over from England and met their ship in 

New York Harbor; they didn 1t know it very well either. 

It had been modified there, I gather, in the Brooklyn 

Navy Yard, and this deck had been superimposed upon the 

ship. Then the mechanism for firing had been installed . 

They had been living with it for some 6 months or so 

while they were getting fitted for this thing. So 

they did know their ship pretty well, because they had 

shook it down. They had taken it to sea, and then they 

had had many drills over and over again with their 

catapult equipment. But I was very, very chagrined to 

learn that they had never fired an aircraft off it. 

They had fired what they called test sleds, and this 

sled would be a big hunk, glob of weight that weighed 

somewhere in the neighborhood of 7,000 pounds, and they 

would fire that off the shi~. It would fall down into 
' 

a net that they had on the front . 

But never had they fired an aircraft, actually. So I 

said, 110h boy, this i s fine!" So then I told the 

captain what I required. I read off the requirements 
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-
tbat the Navy officer had given me on the phone, and I 

told hi111 that I had to have 15 knot~ breeze across the 

deck, and that I should get 15 knots on the ship's 

headway, giving me a 30-knot wind to be fired into, 

which would help lift us off the deck. The man in­

formed me in no uncertain terms that full-out his ship 

wouldn't make 10 or 11 knots, and he would be damned 

if he was going to be in the midst of a battle, prob­

ably being shot at, running up and down any place looking 

for a 15-knot breeze. (laughter) But when the time 

said "go, 0 we were going to have to get gone. When we 

were told to launch, he wouldn't know what his position 

was, and he wouldn't quite know the direction of the 

favorable breeze, and he wouldn't know, in fact, if 

there was one there. But one thing he was sure of, his 

ship would not go 15 knots. It would barely make 10. 

So I began to worry, therefore, about the weight. I 

looked up the specs on our P-40, and I found that the 

P-40 weighs much in excess of 7,000 pounds, the way we 

were outfitted. So I realized, lacking a good wind in 

which to be shot--and the speed of the vessel to give 

me the breeze over the deck--l'd bet.ter lighten that 

airplane4up as much as l could lighten it. So we 

realized that we would have to get rid of the accessorial 

equipment that came along with the PA40, like engine 
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covers. Now, engine covers to cover that whole nose 

weighed quite a bit. So we left those. We took all 

the tools out of it. We decided that we would only 

use am.munition not in six guns, but we would use 

limited ammunition in · four guns. Then I got with the 

mechanics and said, "Where can we lighten up anythin~ 

else?" We decided that we would go into the a ir <rnd 

have enough fuel to fight a limited time to get us into 

shore, and then to get us to the airport. So we decided 

to limit our fuel, take off the auxiliary tank down 

below, the outside tank--remove it . They 're a removabl e 

tank, a droppable tank, that was on there. We dropped 

that. We didn't fill the auxiliary tanks behind the 

pilot's head, and we actually took out some of the oil, 

and kept getting us down, and getting us down, and 

adding up all those weights and coming off the spec 

weight, and the equipment lift that were there , and 

trying to weigh that. I think the barest we got down 

to was 7, 200 pounds, and we said, "All Tight, we are going 

to have to go with that." I don't actually know what we 

went off with. I know we were heavy . I know we were 

too heavy, and we were right on the edge of our safety 

factoT. We used up all of any safety factor we had . 

So I limited clothing . We left our B-4 bag5, and we 

each had our whole worldly possessions we went off with 
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in musette bags that we stored behind our heads, so 

that we could rest our heads back against the musette 

bags, because somewhere along the line the design of 

the P-40 had changed so often that the headrest was at 

least a foot and a half back of a man's head. (laughter) 

In order for a pilot's head to rest on the headrest 

that was in a P-40, it would have had to be off his 

body. The design had changed so much, and so many 

modifications had changed, but that headrest was still 

back there. In the space there we put our musette bags, 

and we beefed that up so that we would, in fact, have 

something for our heads to go back against when we got 

the jolt of being launched into the air. 

So our sole equipment as far as creature comforts were 

concerned were the clothing we had on, our parachutes, 

our helmets, and a musette bag with stuff in it. 

Well, later I found out that some of the guys were 

afraid there wasn't going to be any liquoT, or anything 

to drink, in Africa when we landed there. Being very 

typically provident Yankees they thought ahead, and I 

found thal they had bought from the British bars a few 

bottles each, and they had stashed them back in the 

ammunition cases that I had emptied. I found that the 
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boys were putting their liquor supplies back in there 

to be fired off with, which was kind of a typical 

American aside of what a guy does if he's going into 

battle; he carries his booze. 

(End Side 1, Reel 9) 

C: Now, as I say, in the passing over, the weather was not 

kind, and neither were the so-called German submarine 

wolf packs. As I have recounted, we were a convoy of, 

I would say, somewhere around 50 ships. We were the 

aircraft carrier protection, and as the convoy moved 

along, and say it was in the form of a square, we were 

the lower right-hand corner. We found out later that 

we were a source of amusement to the rest of the convoy, 

because as this very top-heavy-looking ship would roll 

the people on the troop ship said they would stand on 

the rail and bet each time it was not going to come 

back up. (laughter) It looked so ungainly out there 

rolling back and forth. And it was. It was a rough 

ride, and that thing really rolled. I can imagine 

people looking at this odd-looking ship rolling out 
~ 

there. They did, in fact, wonder how in the world it 

stayed afloat and didn't keep right on going over. We 

on it felt about the same way. It was a peculiar 
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f'eeling to be up on that deck and feel that thing roll . 

We encountered several submarines, and then we were 

subjected to many submarine attacks on the way over. 

They would get us at night, and they would get us at 

various times, and there were repeated alerts. Our 

sonar was going constantly, and I became intrigued at 

the seamanship that was being practiced here in this 

marvelous effort. Those convoys were tremendous 

efforts . To keep those ships together and in line, 

and in the dark, seemed to be almost an unaccomplish­

able task, but they did it. We stayed together very, 

very well, and everybody kept their position. They 

zigged when they should zig, and they zagged, and they 

never were on the same course for any length of time 

at all, because you didn't want to become a sitting duck 

for the ever-present German submarine that was lurking 

out there. So you constantly changed course, and during 

every minute of the day and night you were changing and 

changing, and just slogging forward, through these 

heavy seas, and they were able to keep that thing intact 

and keep it together. Then the attack would come. As 

I said, I became intrigued with the seamanship being 

practiced here, · and I spent quite a bit of time at nig~t 

on the bridge in the company of ·the captain whom I becam~ 

very fond of. He was an older man. He was quite old, 
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I imagine he was in his sixties. I remember his 

.officers telling us that he had had two carriers shot 

out from under him, sunk under him in the Mediterranean; 

he had been in those battles. He had been around Crete, 

or somewhere, in tho~e battles, and I don't remember 

the names of the ships that he had had, larger coinmands, 

and had lost two, and it was not necessarily his fault. 

But he wasn't very lucky, and here he was a grand person 

on this ignominious command that he had, but he was good, 

and his men were good. As I say, we struck up quite a 

friendship, and I was often tempted to tell him where 

we were going. I thought maybe he knew it anyhow, and 

he was under orders. He wouldn't say it, either. 

But then I learned later that he, in fact, didn't 

exactly know. I didn't exactly tell him, because I 

didn't think it was my right, and then when we got near 

the target and we were ready to launch, and I broke out 

the map, he realized that I knew all along where we 

were going. (laughter) He felt a little put out . He 

felt hurt that I hadn't told him. 

But the experience at sea, and at night in nad weather, 

or in an unfriendly climate, of having an attack from 

a submarine leaves one feeling terribly vulnerable> 

420 

•• 

• 



· -

• 

COCHRAN 

-
extremely naked. I can remember being on the bridge 

standing beside the captain and watching the maneuver­

ing duTing a torpedo attack, and hearing the guy down 

below deck where he had the sonar, the ping was coming 

up, and he would be calling off distances of an already ­

launched torpedo that was coming on your course, He 

would sing out the number or yards as it approached, 

and we would then wonder, "Is it going to hit, or is it 

that well aimed, and is it aimed at us?" Hearing the 

yards diminish and diminish, then have this captain--

he reached over to me, and he touched my arm. He said, 

"Grab hold of something, grab the rail," and I grabbed 

hard. He yelled out his command which was hard-to­

something, and he just swung the rudder and swung the 

whole ship, as I remember it, a right turn into the 

direction of the torpedo that was coming toward us. 

Now, of course, he already knew its track; they had 

tracked it, and it was committed. So they knew about 

where it was coming, and they knew the positioning of 

their ship. What he did was turn from the broad side 

and faced with his nose, and pulled his tail or stern 

around in back of him, and he faced the direction of 

the torpedo, and -it went by us on the right. In other 

words, he maneuvered his behind around so that he just 

got it out of the way. I remember the admiration I had 
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of that guy and all of these stoic men who just stood 

there and went through that exercise, and that damned 

thing didn't miss us much. We saw it go by . We 

actually saw the doggone thing, the wake of it, go on 

by. Then we started to worry, uwas it in line with 

another ship in the convoy," because we were on the 

corner. Of course, this was their design - -the Ge rm:m 

that was firing that thing . I think he fired it at us, 

because if he could get rid of that aircraft carrier, 

it was the nice target that he saw. Also, our position 

out there on the corner probably was a target of oppor­

tunity, and probably the positioning of the ever-busy 

sub chasers around us, that were always busybodying 

around us, running back and forth dropping cans. They 

were always doing this. We had fireworks display all 

the time, because when the submarines were in the area, 

and they knew it, they would be around there dropping 

their cans, and the great geysers would go up and the 

explosions would rock our ship. 

This was quite an experience for a lana-based fighter 

pilot that wondered what in the hell he was doing at 
4-

sea on this thing . So in order to even get to the 

position where we were going to be launched off this 

slingshot contraption, we had to run the gauntlet of 
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the Atlantic to get there, and we were shot at quite 

often. Then when we got over and got in place, and we 

knew then that we were, in fact, getting ready to be 

launched, and we were going to put into actual play 

the thing that we had been practicing, we were very, very 

busy aboard the ship for the 12 days going over, because 

we looked at our airplanes and found that the machineguns 

were just placed in the aircraft and were not actually 

mounted. They were covered with cosmoline and wrapped 

in oil paper, and they weren't ready to do battle at all. 

So here we had 35 airplanes and very, very few mechanics. 

So our pilots had to be guided by the mechanics, just 

had to get those guns out of there and clean them. We 

spent many an hour on that deck cleaning cosmoline off 

of our .so-caliber guns, which was to the great amusement 

of the British crew, seeing officers actually doing a 

dirty job of cleaning some very, very dirty guns and 

putting them together. Then the al'Jllorers that we 

brought along did mount the guns. We helped, but they 

mounted them and got them into position, that they were 

at least firing forward. We had no way to boresight 

them, so our guns were not terribly accurate. But that 

was a chore. 
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C: The other thing is, we had to drill constantly the 

procedure of getting the aircraft off the carrier: 

running the engines up, the various signals of the deck 

officer, the routine of putting the stabilizers in the 

proper placement, running the engine up full, the prop, 

in the proper full takeoff position. Then the drill of 

putting your right elbow, or your stick arm, into the 

pit of your stomach so that when t~e jolt came of the 

catapult firing you forward, your arm would not have a 

tendency to pull back and pull the stick back and stall 

you as you took off the edge of the carrier, Also, 

placing your hand on the throttle around the frame of 

the throttle quadrant, so that you knew that after you 

had opened your throttle full, you took your hand off 

the throttle, which is a habit--any pilot's habit is 

to have his hand on the throttle on takeoff, and it's a 

very difficult one to break. You have to physically 

make yourself take your hand off there and put it, in 

fact, over and grip something solid. In this instance, 

it was the edge of the throttle quadrant, where the 

hand pulling back again with the acceleration forward, 

which would tend to move your body back. and your hand 

back; it, in fact, would be gripping something so that 

it couldn't come back, and that you would then kind of 

brace your body. Then after you got into position, 

424 

• 

• 

• 



• 

COCHRAN 

--
and they had put the cable on you that was to sling 

you into the air, being pulled by a trolley in the deck, 

and a rail in the deck--they were attached to the 

struts on your landing gear, on each one of them, then 

they went down and .hitched to the mechanism on the 

floor that was to pull you forward. Then after you 

went into the air, after you would leave the deck, that 

cable would drop off into a net that was on the bow of 

the ship, and it would be retrieved. So you .would get 

into position, and then at the officer's numbered order 

with his fingers, you would go through your routine. 

The routine would be, "Yes, in fact my seat belt is 

fastened, my harness is on." Then you'd go through 

holding the stick back, running the engine up full, 

getting it to full, seeing that all your clocks are 

reading properly, that you do have the RPM, that you do 

have the manifold pressure, that you do have oil pres­

sure. You'd scan that thing, and he keeps giving you 

one, two, three, so many fingers, and you keep answering. 

Then the last thing you would do after you got this all 

set, and you had your arm tucked into your belly so that 

it wouldn't pull the stick back. and you were satisfied 

that everything is ready, then you would show the deck 

officer your left hand that way, hold it up so that 

over beside the right-hand side of your head here--and 
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you would hold it over and sh~w him that your hand was 

not on the throttle and that you were, in fact, going 

to take it down and grip a piece of the airplane and 

not the throttle. Then after you looked at him, he 

gave you the third finger, and that was you put your 

head back against the rest, which was our musette bag, 

in the back, and then it was up to him to read the rise 

and fall of that deck, and he would time it so that he 

wouldn't fire you when you're going down because, 

actually, this thing would roll so much that actually 

you'd dive right into the sea. He caught you on the 

upswing so that as you came up • and the ideal time 

would be just about level; he would fire you. And the 

last thing was an innovation that I had put there. We 

had a large blackboard with chalk, and the last thing 

the pilot saw was a great big, say 64 or something, 

degrees. You see, we were at sea; we couldn't see the 

land, and although we kept telling the pilot what 

direction land was, because we were moving, and because 

there was a battle going on, and because we were being 

shot at by submarines, I realized that the man still 

had to maneuver his. ship. This is when he said, "I 

can't always be into the wind." He was going to maneu­

ver according to what was happening to him. He might 

be facing away from land; he might be facing toward 
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land-~ he might be running up and down the coast; we 

didn't know. So we had to have something to just in­

delibly put into that pilot's mind, ."Just put 64 on 

your compass and go, and you'll run into land. Then 

start reading your map. See what you can · see." So 

then you would put your head back, and I reaember my 

mind saying, "The damn thing isn't . ," and I was 

in the air. There was such a delay ; the delay was too 

long to me. What the man was doing was timing with his 

button. He fired the thing. He was timing, and my 

mind quarreled with his timing. But we were instructed 

over and over again, no matter what happens, do not 

move your head. Leave. your head back; don't get out of 

your position, no matter what. Stay in it. So I stayed 

in it, and my mind just got through the thought, "It 

isn ' t going to work, or there's a malfunctioning," and 

I was in the air. Of course, this was a new feeling, 

because I didn't know why I had been in the air. I 

hadn't taken off. Your reflexes quarrel with you. How 

can you be in the air when you didn't run down the 

runway, and you didn't lift off, and you didn't reach 

down and get your gear up? "Oh, oh~ I'd better get my 

gear up." There was such a lag there that habit took .... 
over; and habit is so strong. This "as the only tiae 

I was ever going to perform this function, and I did it. 
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C: Well, after I got off and realized that I was safely 

in the air, and what a wonderful feeling it was, I 

waited for the next aircraft, to watch the next air­

craft come off, and it didn't come off and it didn't 

come off. So I kept circling, and finally I went down 

and buzzed the deck a couple of times to see if I could 

see what was going on and if somebody would give me a 

clue, because we were forbidden to speak on the radio . 

We had radio silence, and I didn't want to break it. 

The British seamen were down there giving me messages 

with an Aldis lamp, and if you've witnessed sailors 

the way they talk back and forth with an Aldis lamp, 

they go so fast that I couldn't understand them . I 

couldn't understand Morse code that fast. I could see 

them blinking at me, but I had no more ability to read 

that than I could read Chinese. 

So I finally realized that I had to do something . I 

was going to he out of fuel. I did want to get to 

land. I didn't know what was going on, what I was 

going to be running into, what kind of a battle situa­

tion or combat situation, so I finally broke silence. 

I flew by them so they knew it was I that was talking . 

I said , "What's going on?" The answer came back, 

"Mechanism inoperable." I said, "How long? " They 
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said; "About an hour." So here I was . I didn't have 

an hour's fuel. There were my 35 airplanes still on 

that deck, and here I was in the air. It suddenly 

occurred to me that I had made an error. (laughter) 

It seemed to me now that I made an error, and the 

error, of course, had many causes . There was a ten­

dency for the leader to want to be the first man off, 

to be the example in this rather precarious thing 

that we were going to do . It was strange. We had no 

knowledge of it ; therefore, when you don ' t know some­

thing, there's fear connected. 

These fellows were young, they were not seasoned pilots, 

and they didn't have much time in the air. They had 

had limited experience, and they were going into a 

Tather terminal experience. It just seemed the judgment 

at the time that I should go out first. I knew then 

later that was not proper, not the right thing to do. 

Because I landed at Casablanca, I saw the potholes on 

the runways, and I realized there wasn't any battle 

going on at that time. I couldn't see any, so I did 

see Americans on the strip, so I went in and landed. 

I went over to some hangars and realized where a park­• 
ing area was, and I stopped the P-40 and got out. I 

was getting out, and here came a jeep toward me, and 
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in the jeep was General Cannon. Now, he had come off 

a cruiser in a different kind of catapult that had 

been brought ashore by a Navy pilot, and then the land­

ings were going on and so forth, and he was already in 

place. He came up to my airplane and said, "Cochran, 

where are your boys?'' I said, "They' re out there, s i T." 

He said, "What goes?" I said, "They fired me off and 

the mechanism broke, and they said there will be an 

hour delay." He said, "Isn't there something wrong 

with that?" I said, 11Ye.s sir, I've already thought 

that through." He said, ''Who's out there?" I said, 

"My second in command." I gave his name, a very compe-

tent young man. He had more time than the rest, and 

that's why he was second in command. He was as fully 

briefed as any of us could be. He knew as much I knew, 

and he knew how to get them off. They all then, when 

the mechanism came back in, worked, they all came 

pretty soon. The first four of them came in, and they 

were a sight for sore eyes . Then four more, and then 

they kept more and more, and they all came ashore. One 

aircraft was damaged in a hole on landing, and the rest 

of them got in all right. We lost four aircraft and 
4-

two men.· One of the boys--they could tell me what 

happened to him. He did, in fact, raise up and relaxed 

his arm and raised his head forward to look over at the 
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deckman, because he thought that the mechanism had 

broken again, and the thing fired. They saw his head 

go back, and he did, in fact, go off the end, and kind 

of pull up, and went into the sea. The airplane just 

didn't fly. It spun and went on in. On another one, 

the mechanism didn't perform properly, and it just 

dribbled the airplane off the bow. It didn't get it 

going fast at all, and it was just as though it was 

pushed right off the deck. It fell down into the water . 

That boy was fished out by our guard. We had destroyers 

placed, two on one side and one on the other--one ahead 

and behind, and one on the s-ide. When a pilot, or an 

aircraft, went in, they would rush over and grab the 

pilot . 

We fished two boys out. The one boy went off and 

stalled, and he was lost. Another one of the pilots, 

whose name I believe was Carpenter, got off and went 

up into the clouds. It looked as though he was head­

ing toward joining his flight leader who was circling, 

and some way or other he must have become confused, 

and must have taken the reciprocal, and did what I 

feared that one' of us might do, and not head toward 

land, but actually head toward sea, and got confused, 

and got lost, and ran out of gas. That's the only 
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thing we could ever figure, and I remember reporting 

that. I remember the debriefing and questioning the 

other pilots, and they said, "Well, we saw him heading 

toward them, and we thought that he would join us. 

We looked around and he was gone. We never knew what 

became of him. As he got up in the clouds and got 

confused, and couldn't find us again, or what, we 

never knew." He was lost; he was gone. 

So much for the saga of His Majesty's Ship Archer. A 

peculiar thing, how in the world we thought we could 

accomplish that. If you sat down and thought it over, 

you would think, golly, that's a t~ugh thing to do, 

even if you've been drilled on it and practiced it 

from the beginning stages where you begin to learn 

about catapults and the aerodynamic effect of being 

shot forward and all that sort of thing. It was just 

understood that we could do it, and you're supposed 

to do it. So go do it. As I look back on it, it was 

one of those things that was a calculated risk that 

ended up being relatively simple, because people on 

the team knew their job, and each one of them did 

their job, and, lo and behold, we had nothing to do 

with it. You're sitting there in the cockpit of an 

airplane and, yes, you take over after you get flung 
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into the air, and you do run the engine up and so forth. 

But you had to depend on the lcnowledgeability and the 

expertise of these other people to even get you there 

through submarine-infested waters, and the weather try­

ing to get you, and the clumsy, cumbersome design of 

the ship, and -the men who knew how to run it, and how 

to get it there--it was a hell of an effort. How we 

knew we could do things like that baffles me now, 

because it's so difficult to reconstruct the climate 

of those times. As Mr. Eisenhower said, "It's impossi­

ble." It's impossible for me now looking back to figure 

out how in the hell we had the knowledge enough to know 

we could do that (laughter), that we could get the 

things done, because looking at it, it was quite an 

effort, a unique one. I would like to find some way, 

find all the P-40 pilots in the world that went off 

the two catapult carriers, the two carriers that went 

into that battle. You see, the 33d Group, the 75 main 

body of this groqp, that we were the reserve of, were 

on a proper American carrier named Venango or Shenango, 

I forget which, and they were on there, and they had 

practiced, however. They knew that this was going to 

be their function. They did have some knowledge, as 

much as a pilot can have, of a catapult. But they had 

been briefed and drilled and done some practicing, not 
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of an actual carrier takeoff, but of all the things 

that lead to it. They had been pretty well practiced. 

So they went in, by the way, to Port Lyautey, north 

of us . We had none of that knowledge, and yet other 

people had the knowledge that they knew we could do it, 

and it was done. 

But I was saying, it would be fun to get those guys. 

That's a very small club. I don't think it was ever 

done anywhere else in this same way, this catapult 

carrier thing. I don't believe it was considered 

routine. It would be fun to get together a bunch of 

those guys. I know many of them, and every once in 

awhile I see one. But I think we're rather an exclusive 

club. We started with probably, say, 108 guys that went 

off those carriers, and then you get down to the spec­

ialized ones of us going off that banana boat, the 35 

of us that went off that thing, and those of us who are 

left would be rather exclusive, and it would be fun to 

get them together and laugh at ourselves sometimes, and 

wonder how we knew how we could do that· . 

.. 
H: Was there still a threat of submarines while you were 

in the Mediterranean pTior to launch? 
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C: We weren't in the Mediterranean. We were on the coast 

off Casablanca. We didn't go through Gibraltar. We 

were out in the Atlantic still. Yes, the submarines 

were firing away at us all the time, and they were 

picking off Patton's invasion force. They managed 

some way to get most of his transportation. The thing 

that we wondered about, and I still wonder about, there 

were troops ships in that convoy, and how many thousands 

of souls would be on one of those things, thousands and 

thousands of troops on those ships, and the German sub­

marines didn't get them. But it did get other trans­

ports. It did get other ships. I remember being told 

that much of the transports were sunk and much of the 

communications gear, and I remember having the concept 

that the Germans knew which of the ships had those on 

them. Their intelligence was that complete that they 

knew which ones and they got those, and it did, in 

fact, cripple Patton for quite sometime. Yes, there 

were sinkings going on. Now I don't know of any direct 

firings at us while we were launching, and I'm sure I 

wouldn't have cared. My mind was so glued on that 

launch that I would have been thinking so hard about 

that, that even a submarine attack would have been 

rather prosaic at the time, because the anticipation 

of this launch was quite heavy. 
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H: Would you like to break for lunch, and if you can 

think of anything else, we will continue afterward . 

C: Yes, we will talk it over during lunch. 

[End Side Z, Reel 9) 

[End of Tape No . 8761 
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