Air Corps Officer
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For primary flight training I went to Hemet, California.  They had Ryan PT-22 primary trainers.  They had Ryans at only two schools. The others all had Stearmans and Fairchilds.  The Ryan was a choice primary trainer.   They were built in San Diego.   They were faster and better airplanes than the others.  They were a lot of fun to fly.  They were a low wing, open cockpit plane, a real pretty little plane.  I was fortunate to go to the Ryan school.  They had civilian instructors in primary training.  They had Air Corps pilots in basic and advanced training.

It was a big deal to solo, to fly by yourself the first time.  You had to have 5 hours of dual instruction before you could solo, and you had to solo within 8 hours.  The solo did not come as a complete surprise.  The student always flew in the back seat and the instructor in the front.  Both had a stick, rudder pedals, throttle and instruments.

They told the story of one instructor who always pulled the same trick on his students.  Normally the instructor would fly with a student, land the plane, get out and tell the student to take off by himself.  This one instructor would unsnap his stick while they were still flying, show it to the student, and throw it out the plane.  Then he would tell the student, “It’s all yours, take it in for a landing.”    One cadet decided to pull a switch and trick the instructor.  He hid a spare stick under his seat the day he expected to solo.  Sure enough the instructor threw his stick out and told the cadet to land.  The cadet punched the instructor in the back with the spare stick and then threw it out of the plane.  That really scared the instructor.  He started checking his parachute and yelled to the cadet, “Bail out!”  The cadet pointed down at his stick and the instructor looked back there and saw he still had it.  He nearly washed that cadet out over that trick.  

When I soloed, we were flying out of the auxiliary field.  All bases had an auxiliary field with landing strips where you shot landings.  Our auxiliary field was at Donner Pass and there was always a strong wind blowing through there.  They wanted us to practice there to teach us how to land in a crosswind.  That was tricky.  You could drag a wing on that primary trainer.  I had six or seven hours and knew I was about due, but I did not expect it that day.  

We landed and there was a gas truck there to refill our gas tank. The refueling truck was driven by women.  Women were in most of the civilian jobs by that time in the war.  We topped off the tank and the instructor said, “Well, get in that plane and take off.  Let me see you shoot a couple of landings.”   That’s the first I knew I was to solo that day.  It shook me up a little bit, but I made three landings.  There was a crosswind and it was pretty tricky.
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From primary training there I went to a base close to San Francisco for basic training.  The basic trainer was Vultee BT-13.  Pilots called the Vultee Vibrator because it made so much noise and shook you up.  It was an all metal plane with  a sliding canopy and retractable landing gear.  It would fly twice as fast as a primary trainer.  It was the most common trainer in WW II and about 50 of them are still flying.  

Then I went to Williams Field, Arizona for advanced training.  That’s where I got my wings.   We Flew AT-6 Texans.  It was a good airplane.  Each phase of our training took 3 months and they kept us real busy.  I already had a commission and going through the program as student officers was easier than going through as a cadet.  They were really tough on those cadets.  They scattered us all out into squadrons.  There might be 200 cadets and only three or four student officers.  The cadets were mostly volunteers.  They joined up to keep from getting drafted.  Some of them already had some college work, and some of them were sent to college in a program called CTD, College Training Detachment.  They had to have two years college of or pass an equivalence test to get into pilot training.

Student officers came into pilot training from other branches of the army.  They had to wear the uniform they came in there with.  Just flying, and around the base, all uniforms were about the same.  They were like coveralls with map pockets and so forth.  The only dress uniform I had was my infantry officer’s uniform.  They did not give me an Air Corps uniform until after I graduated.  Off base we had to wear a dress uniform.  When I went into town, I had to wear my infantry uniform.  

One day I went into Phoenix, Arizona.  It was a small-town then.  There were a couple hotels in town with a nice lounge and a bar where servicemen hung out.  I went into one of the bars.  It was packed and there were a couple of cadets there at a table with an empty seat.  I asked them, “Do you’all mind if I could set with you?”  I was an officer and they had to say yes.  They said, “We see you’re in the infantry.”  I said, “Yes, what’s that uniform you have own?”    They said, “We’re Air Force cadets.”  I said, “Oh, what are you  flying?”  They said, “We’re flying AT-6’s out of Williams Field.”  I played along with them and let them run on.  I acted like I didn’t know anything about flying.  They had been drinking beer for quite a while and were about half drunk.  They started telling me what all they had done in an AT-6.  They had a pretty good imagination.  They got to bragging about how high they flew, how fast, and all the aerobatics they did in that plane.  They never dreamed I was out there taking the same training they were.  

The At-6 was a pilot's airplane, it could loop, spin, snap and vertical roll. It had bomb racks, blind flying instrumentation, and a machine gun, and just about every other device that a military pilot needed to learn.  They did not let freshmen cadets do all that stuff, though.  

When I had enough of it, I told them, “Well, boys, the drinks are on you.  You two have been lying to me all along.  I am a student officer at Williams field.”  You should have seen their faces fall.  Cadets were all afraid of officers; afraid they could wash them out.  I laughed and told them, “You don’t have anything to worry about from me.”  

[image: image3.jpg]



After we completed our training, we had a graduation ceremony when we got our wings.  That was a pretty big deal, they assembled us in the base theater in full dress uniform.  High ranking officers made speeches.  

[image: image4.jpg]


One of the traditions had to do with the way you wore your cap.  Students had to wear a grommet in their dress cap to keep the top flat and tight.  You could not wear a headset over it like that. Old veteran pilots flew in their dress cap with their headset over it and the cap developed a distinctive crush.  They would not let cadets do that until they graduated.   When we got our wings, the first thing we did was to take out that grommet.  

There was another tradition associated with graduation.  You were supposed to give the first enlisted man who saluted you a dollar.  That was just a custom.  The enlisted men knew about the custom and there was always a bunch of them hanging around the theater on graduation day.  I was late leaving that day, and I went out a side door.  While I was walking down the street, I met a black soldier and he saluted me.  I pulled out a dollar and handed it to him.  He did not know about the custom and he said, “What’s that for, Sir?”  He tried to give it back to me.  I had to explain it to him, but he still did not believe it. 

Oliver Chisum @ 2006
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