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Sigler: Good morning, Mr. Cole.  

Cole: Good morning.

Sigler: You understand that this interview is being recorded?

Cole: Yes.

Sigler: Okay.  Why don’t you start by telling me where you were just before you got into
the service, how you got into the Air Force, and what happened then.

Cole: In between my sophomore and junior year at Ohio University, I heard about a program
called the Civilian Pilot Training Program.  I applied for it and was accepted, and as a result I
ended up with a civilian pilot private license.  There was a requirement for the program (because
the government paid for the training) that you signed a statement that you would make yourself
available in case of an emergency.  And since things appeared that there was going to be an
emergency at that time, I made application to the Army Air Corps and the Navy Air Corps.  In
November 1940, I received — well, to go back a minute, I got a little bit tired of waiting and
enlisted in the Army.  Shortly after I enlisted, I received orders to go to primary flying training at
Parkes Air College in St. Louis.  That was, I think, a nine-weeks course.  And from there, after
having successfully completed that course, I was sent to Randolph Air Force Base, which was
another nine weeks arrangements.  From there, on completion, I went to Kelly Air Force Base
for advanced training.  In July 1941, I graduated from Kelly and went on active duty as a 2nd
lieutenant in the Army Air Corps and was transferred to the 17th Bomb Group at Pendleton,
Oregon.  I joined the organization, and became a member of the 34th Bomb Squadron.  We were
training in B-18s at the time, and shortly after we arrived there, the unit started getting B-25s. 
When the squadron requirements were met with 16 airplanes, the group went on TDY from
Pendleton to Jackson, Mississippi, Augusta, Georgia, and a couple of places up in the Carolinas
on maneuvers, fighting a mock war with the Army.  We did that until in December of ‘41.  I
believe it was maybe around the 1st or so that we were ordered back to Pendleton, Oregon.  We
started back and flew as far west as March Field, arriving there on the 5th of December.  And of
course, on Sunday the 7th, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor.  We continued on to Pendleton,
and after making some adjustments on the bomb racks in the airplanes, we were sent to different
places on the western coast of Washington and Oregon for sub patrol duty.  We did this until
around the 1st of February of ‘42.  At that time we were recalled to Pendleton and the group was
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ordered to transfer to Columbia, South Carolina.  We left Pendleton, I believe, around the 14th of
February and went to Carolina.  On the trip to Carolina, I was upgraded to a first pilot.  

After a few days in Columbia, word was put out that they were looking for crews for a
special mission.  I saw the notice on the bulletin board in front of the squadron operations, and I
put my name on it.  The gentleman that upgraded me wanted to know if we could go together, so
we started out as our crew in the training for what turned out to be the first bombing mission on
Japan.  Midway in the training, the gentleman I was with became ill and had to drop out.  That
left us without a pilot, and so the crew and I talked it over and I went to the Ops officer and told
him we still wanted to go.  He looked over his training records and so forth and said, “Well, the
Old Man is coming in this afternoon; I’ll crew you up with him and if you do okay, you got
yourself a pilot.”  We knew who the Old Man was, so when he arrived we met him and became
part of his crew.

Sigler: Had he been with the squadron before?

Cole: No, he had not been.  And from then on, it was strictly training until the time came for us
to fly to the West Coast where we were put aboard the carrier and started on the mission.

Sigler: Tell me a little bit about the part of the training that involved landing on the
carrier deck —  taking off, I’m sorry. 

Cole: Yes.  To help us out, since none of the Army Air Corps pilots had ever taken off from a
carrier, the Navy sent a gentleman by the name of Lieutenant Hank Miller from Pensacola over
to Eglin.  He had never seen a B-25 before, but he was an excellent instructor and he instructed
us on how to make a carrier take-off, to max power, full flaps, and how to assume the right
position so nothing but thrust would lift you off of the carrier deck.  After qualifying in that, we
made the long over water and navigation flights to Houston and to Miami from Eglin.  The
navigators received more training in the celestial navigation and we did low-level bombing. 
Also, we gave training to the bombardiers in picking out what would be their initial point at a
low altitude instead of a high altitude or mid altitude position.

Sigler: So the attack was intended to be a low level attack?

Cole: Yes.  It was completely low level from the time we took off from the carrier, except for
the bombing altitude which was 1,500 feet.

Sigler: One more question.  How long were you at Eglin Air Force Base in Florida? 

Cole: We were there about 45 days.  To go back a little bit, Colonel Doolittle received the job
on the 17th of January.  Now most of us didn’t know it, that they had already pre-selected the
19th of April as the launch date.  So that gave him 90 days approximately to gather the crews,
the airplanes, and get all the supplies and everything possible to make the mission go.  He did
that in 90 days.  He received help from the Navy, which we need to give them credit for.  We
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couldn’t have done it without them.  We were supposed to launch on the 19th at dusk, according
to the original plan.  Our target was the northwestern part of Tokyo, since we carried nothing but
incendiary bombs.  The idea was that we would light up Tokyo and then fly all night and arrive
over China at daybreak and gas up at a place called Chuchow and then go on into western free
China.  As it turned out, we had to launch at eight o’clock in the morning on the morning of the
18th, after having been discovered by a couple of Japanese fishing boats which were really a part
of a picket line that they had set up for an early warning alert.

Sigler: Let’s go back just a little bit.  You flew from Eglin to the West Coast – is that
where you joined the Hornet?  

Cole: Yes, at Alameda.  

Sigler: And then did you stop in Honolulu on the —? 

Cole: No, we left Alameda on the 2nd, early in the morning, and we went what they called the
“great circle” route.  When we were opposite Hawaii, we were joined by the Enterprise and its
escort ships and proceeded on toward Tokyo.  On the morning of the 18th, as I said, we ran into
these picket ships and had to launch.  The Navy sunk the picket ship called the Nitto Maru, but it
did get off a message to Tokyo about seeing two carriers.  The people in Tokyo decided to wait
for confirmation, which was never going to come because the Navy had already sunk the fishing
boat.  

We launched at 8:20 on the 2nd of April and flew into Japan, arriving over the Japanese
coast about noon.

Sigler: That meant you had to fly a bit farther than you had intended to originally, didn’t
it?

Cole: Yes.  I wanted to point that out.  Originally the Navy had hopes of taking us in to 400
miles of southern Japan, but it turned out that we had to launch 250 miles farther out, which
really we were not sure we could handle because of the fuel.  As it turned out, there was a big
warm front over China which created a tailwind and it made it so that all the airplanes but one
made it to China.  The one that didn’t make it to China, the pilot had experienced excessive fuel
consumption and he chose to bomb Japan and land in Russia, which he did, and the whole crew
was interned for 14 months.  The reason for that was that Stalin was busy on his western front
with Germany and he did not want to be fighting a war on two fronts.  So he had to treat the crew
as they did.  After 14 months they relaxed the security and the crew escaped into Iran and
following that they made travels to somewhere where they could get back to the US.  

Sigler: That sounds like the Russians were cooperating a little bit there, because the
Russians and the Americans were running supplies through Iran.

Cole: Yeah.  After we did our bombing run, we dropped back down on the deck and proceeded
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toward China.  We arrived over China at dusk.

Sigler: Was there any opposition to your —?

Cole: No opposition.  We weren’t jumped by fighters, but the ack-ack was pretty intense.  But
fortunately for us, it was not too accurate.  As a matter of fact, none of the airplanes were shot
down.  A couple of them were jumped by fighters, but they managed to escape.  But after our
bombing mission, we went back down on the deck and flew towards China.

Sigler: When you say “down on the deck,” what altitude would that be?

Cole: We were around 200 and 300 feet.  The big storm that was over China created a tailwind,
but at the same time it socked everything in.  And on arrival over China, there was no way to
find the airfield that we were supposed to land at because it was socked in with bad weather.  It
was a real active front, lots of lightening and heavy rain and wind, and it left us with no recourse
but to fly until our fuel ran out and bail out – which we did.  Of the 15 airplanes that flew to
China, four belly landed and the rest of the crews bailed out.  We fortunately were picked up by
friendly guerillas to Chiang-Kai-Chek.  We were in occupied territory, but after Colonel
Doolittle found out where everybody was and where the crews were and what kind of condition
they were in and so forth, he was ordered back to the States.  The rest of us, we went to – I’m
trying to think of the capital name – it was the provisional capital — 

Sigler: Chungking, I believe.

Cole: Yes.  We were debriefed, and since we had lost all our clothes and so forth, we were sent
to Calcutta, India, where we were refurbished and got paid and — initially – I guess it was a
carrot they stuck out for people to volunteer for the mission – were told that if they survived the
trip, they would get to go home.  Well, there were 20 of us that never received orders, so we
stayed in the India-China area.  For a while, I’d say a month or so, I was a member of the 11th
Bomb Squadron that was stationed in Kunming, China.  I flew a couple of missions down over
Burma and went on the raid to Hong Kong.  Shortly after that, they put out feelers looking for
transport pilots to fly the Hump.  Several of us decided that’s what we wanted to do and we went
on the Hump.  We flew the Hump until late June of 1943.

Sigler: That was over the Himalaya Mountains.

Cole: Yeah, it was the air link between India and China, because the Burma Road had been cut
by the Japanese and the eastern coast of China was patrolled by Japanese ships.  So China was
just about isolated except for the air link.  

Sigler: What kind of aircraft did you use to fly that route?

Cole: We were flying C-47s until mid ‘43 and we got what they called the C-87 – it was a
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cargo version of the B-24.

Sigler: Mid ‘43.

Cole: Yes.  And it was a better airplane because it had turbos and you could go to 30,000 feet
with not too much of a problem.  With the -47 it was pretty much of a grind to get it up to 20,000
feet.  

After returning home around the 1st of July in ‘43, I was sent to Love Field, Texas, and
sent from there to Tulsa, Oklahoma, as the control officer for the ferry command crews that
would come in and pick up airplanes from the factory.  I was there until September of ‘43 — 

Sigler: Which factory was it in Tulsa?

Cole: The Douglas factory in Tulsa, Oklahoma.  They were building the B-24 and were shifted
into what they called the A-26 while I was there.  In September, I received a call from a
gentleman by the name of John Allison, who wanted to know if I wanted to go back overseas in
an organization called the 1st Air Commando Group.  I volunteered, and ended up in the 1st Air
Commando Group, but initially it was called Project 9.  Its mission was to make an aerial
invasion of Burma behind the Japanese line and build an active air strip so that the ground forces
could make what they called a long-range penetration and have air cover and have a means of
bringing wounded people out and new people in and being air supplied and air protected as they
moved along the ground in the penetration that they were trying to make.

Sigler: So you were to get out in front of the actual ground forces.

Cole: Yes.  That operation was developed by the fact that General Arnold had been to a
conference in Canada with Stalin and England, and one of the biggest problems the ground
troops had was that in jungle fighting you had to walk many miles and there was no way to
resupply.  If you were injured, you were probably going to be left someplace with some water
and some ammunition and have to fend for yourself.  The unit that the 1st Air Commandos
developed had a group of medium and light plane aircraft that could land in very short fields and
pick up wounded people or bring in supplies and so forth.  To make the penetration into Burma,
we used gliders that carried men and constructions equipment like bulldozers and graders. We
carried them in in gliders on the night of the 6th of March in ‘44, and by the next day they had
completed a runway that we could land.  In a weeks time, we hauled in enough equipment and
horses and donkeys and so forth to set up an active air base that the B-25s that the group had –
had fighters and had started an initial push toward Rangoon.  

Sigler: The first of the Air Force Special Forces.

Cole: That’s correct.  I stayed with that group until late July ‘44, when I was sent home. 
Fortunately, I went back to Tulsa and stayed there until I was transferred to Victorville Army Air
Field in California.  I was there until they had the big exodus of all the Reserve people in 1946.
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Sigler: So at that point, you left also?

Cole: Yes.  I was separated and started back to college.  I was recalled, and after being recalled,
I decided if I could, I would stay in.  My first station was Wright Patterson Air Force Base,
where I was a member of the special missions group flying the Headquarters AMC personnel to
wherever they wanted to go.  From there I went to the Armed Forces Staff College at Norfolk. 
From there to Japan; from Japan back to Washington, DC.

Sigler: When you were in Japan, did people know that you had been one of the first
raiders?

Cole: I don’t know.  I didn’t advertise it [chuckles].  But it wasn’t a problem.  On coming back
from Japan, I was at the Pentagon for five years, and from there I went to Venezuela where I was
the Operations Advisor to the Venezuelan Air Force.  From there four years, I came home, was
assigned to a special — [break in the recording]

Cole: Okay, from Venezuela, I was assigned to Fort Bragg, North Carolina, in a special
planning group.  I was there about three months, I guess, and I was transferred to George Air
Force Base, California.

Sigler: The special planning group – that was a special forces type —? 

Cole: No, what it was, it was taking different air fields and seeing how many transports could
land there and be bedded down and fed and be supplied and gassed and so forth in case of – the
Cuban crisis – they were mainly air fields in the southern perimeter in case there was going to be
an invasion.

Sigler: And then after that Fort Bragg assignment?

Cole: I was sent to George Air Force Base, California, as director of operations.  I separated
there in January 1967.  

Sigler: Ending a 27-year career with the Air Force.  Let me go back over the question I
asked earlier, about after you parachuted out.  Tell me a little bit about what happened then.

Cole: One of the scary things about jumping out is that you’re standing in an airplane looking
down at that black hole that you’re going to exit from at night in the middle of a thunderstorm
over a foreign country.  It’s all socked in; you can’t see the ground.  You’re wondering where
you’re going to hit and how you’re going to hit.  Fortunately, my chute drifted over a pine tree
and I ended up about 12 feet off of the ground.  Since it was raining and very windy and so forth,
I decided to stay in the tree.   I made a kind of hammock deal where I could rest my feet while
sitting on a limb, and I spent the night in that tree.  I was too scared to sleep, but I know I dozed
off several times.  But fortunately I didn’t fall out of the tree.  By the next morning, the storm
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had passed and you could get an idea of your surroundings.  I was about 12 feet off of the
ground.  At that time, I was a pretty agile guy and able to climb down and re-pack my parachute
as best I could into a backpack and start walking west.  I decided to stay in the high ground
rather than look for some road or a railroad or some other line of communication because I
figured my chances of getting captured would be better if I stayed out in the hinterlands.  It
turned out that it worked out that way.  

Sigler: And then you met some of the other crewmen?

Cole: Yes.  After walking all day, I came out on a cliff and down below was a little military
post with a Chinese Nationalist flag flying above it.  I went down to it and was picked up by a
soldier; he took me to a building that had nothing but a table and a chair in it.  On the table was a
sketch of a two-tailed airplane with five parachutes coming out of it.  I finally got him to tell me
where they’d taken the individual that had made the sketch.  We went to another building, and it
turned out to be Colonel Doolittle.  Shortly after that they brought in the rest of the crew.  

Sigler: You mentioned General Doolittle tried to recover those who had been captured. 
Talk about that a little bit, please.

Cole: Well, in our course of walking out, we ran across a young missionary called John Birch. 
He was fluent in Chinese and he offered to help Colonel Doolittle in ransoming the prisoners.

Sigler: You knew by that time that some had been captured.

Cole: Yeah.  He knew by then that two of the crews had been captured.  But the ransom idea 
didn’t work out.  In the course of what transpired afterwards, Colonel Doolittle was very
impressed with this young man.  He made the recommendation to General Chennault that he take
him into the Army Air Corps as an intelligence officer, which he did.  After the war and the
fighting continued between the Nationalists and the Communists, he was killed.

Sigler: In the Chinese civil war.

Cole: Yeah.  

Sigler: And the other thing we were talking about and I’d like to understand a little bit
better is your air commando mission.  How they got gliders in, the kind of equipment they used,
and some of the units there besides — well, how many aircraft were involved, how many men,
this sort of thing.

Cole: My numbers, I would have to look that up.  But I know we had 13 C-47s, because I was a
member of that squadron.  Hang on just a minute. 

Sigler: Sure.
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Cole: There were 523 original air commandos.  I’m looking at a piece of paper here — there
were 158 CG-4A gliders, 100 light planes, 30 P-51s, 25 TG-5 gliders (they were the training
gliders), 13 C-47s, 12 UC-64s — 

Sigler: What are they, a helicopter?

Cole: No, it was a Canadien airplane that they used in bush flying.  And 12 B-25s, and six
helicopters.  And the light planes – there were 100 light planes, L-1s and L-4s.  

Sigler: That was a lot of aircraft for that size unit.  So people were cross trained into
different aircraft.  What did they use – once they landed and set up the air strip, what did they
use for perimeter security?

Cole: They used Indian – I’m trying to think of the name they called them – they were Chindts.

Sigler: Sepoy?

Cole: But basically they were troops supplied by the British; they provided the security, and
they were very good at it, too.  Chindts; they called them Chindts.

Sigler: How long were you in there? 

Cole: There again, they said after the completion of the basic operation, you could get to come
home, which I did.  And I got home in July of 1944.  

Sigler: So that’s when you got back to the States.  Okay.   Is there anything else you want
to add to all this?

Cole: No, I can’t think of anything.  

Sigler: The air field you established was –? 

Cole: Broadway.  We hauled in over 7,000 people, 132 horses, 994 mules, and 444,000 pounds
of freight or stores or whatever you want to call it. Okay, here it is [referring to paperwork] – the
1st Air Commando was the first air unit designed to support a ground unit.  It was the first
composite air unit.  It was the first unit employed with total autonomy.

Sigler: Independent of higher commands.

Cole: Yeah.  They had like a blank check deal on supplies and people and — 

Sigler: Do you remember who commanded it at that time?
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Cole: Oh, yeah.  The way it was developed is that when Arnold was given the job, he looked
for a couple of commanders.  He picked a lieutenant colonel by the name of Phil Cochrane, and
John Allison, who was a lieutenant colonel.  Both of them were fighter pilots in their own right,
and had seen service in Africa.  He decided that they would co-command the unit.  Between the
two of them, when they were interviewed, they said they didn’t want to do it and they wanted to
go back to their fighter unit.  So he overrode both of them and said “You got the job.”  Later on,
Allison and Cochrane decided that — Cochrane was a few months senior to Allison and the co-
command thing wasn’t working too well.  So they decided that Cochrane would be the
commander and Allison the vice-commander.  And that’s the way it was developed.  And
between the two of them, they had to set the whole thing up.

Sigler: What was your specific job with command?

Cole: I was a line pilot in a C-47 section, and also the engineering officer.  In other words, I
had to keep them flying.  The commander of the transport section was Major Bill Cherry [??].  
He was the pilot of the B-17 that went down in the Pacific with Rickenbacker on board – Bill
Cherry.  He was an American Airlines pilot.  And the vice-commander was a man by the name
of  Jacob Sartz.  All of us had previous experience flying the Hump, and that’s one reason they
wanted to use us.  Cherry was the first airplane into Burma on the night of the invasion; Sartz
was the second, and I was the third.

End side A
Sigler: We just ran out of tape there.  You said you were the third plane in, and you had
both troops and what was the other —? 

Cole: Engineering equipment.  It was a double tow – each airplane was pulling two gliders. 

Sigler: And your engineering equipment was in the glider?

Cole: Yeah.  

Sigler: Because the C-47 doesn’t have a large loading door, does it?

Cole: No, we were carrying some cargo in the C-47.

Sigler: But for larger pieces of equipment, it would have to go on the glider.

Cole: No, it can carry a jeep.

Sigler: The C-47?

Cole: Yeah.  In fact, they can carry a couple of them.  
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Sigler: How do they load them and unload them?

Cole: The gliders are loaded from the front.

Sigler: I know the gliders – the C-47s?

Cole: They had ramps and to load the animals, they had to partition the inside of the airplane
like stalls.  Then they had this sloping ramp that they covered with hay.  Then the ground troops
had a big canvas belt about maybe three-foot wide and ten or twelve feet long, and they would
get behind the donkey or horse and just literally pull him into the airplane, or throw him up in
there.  

Sigler: That about exhausts my questions here. If you can think of anything I’ve missed
or should have asked, let me know.

Cole: Okay.

End


