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EDITORIAL

The recent announcement of operation 
“Kid’s dream” in Le Plessis-Belleville on 

June 4, which is intended to give aircraft 
rides to 180 kids, handicapped or not, 
forced us to adopt significant changes for 
our own activities. Bringing forward the Fly-
in one week gave some problems to some, 
and keeping it at the same date made our 
flights  very difficult, if not impossible. In an 
effort to satisfy the greatest possible number 
of members, we came to the conclusion 
that the best was to split our Fly-in and our 
Association’s Anniversary. I rely on all of you 
to take part in these two events which both 
have an irresistible attractiveness. Please 
read the article on page 2 to learn more about 
this new organization…

I have been thinking about writing an article 
about the P-39 Airacobra for a long time 

since it is one of the most interesting aircraft 
of WWII, thanks to its technical aspects, but 
also its aesthetic look. Some will tease me 
for dropping the P-40B/C which remains, 
in my humble opinion, the most beautiful 
airplane, but it’s a sure fact that the P-39 is so 
streamlined that it has enough to charm the 
most demanding esthetes. I hope that many 
of our members will like it, especially since 
the P-39/P-400 played an uppermost role in 
Africa, in the Pacific, and on the eastern front, 
in ground attacks.

Once again, I call all our members who 
haven’t renewed their help to our Piper 

Cub, or adopted a sponsorship for the first 
time. Of the 5600 € that we need for its 2011 
activities, we only need to collect 675 €. 
Just a few members will need to adopt the 
sponsorship of their choice in order to quickly  
fill that gap. I thank you all in advance for 
that.

Since the CAF winter staff conference 
is taking place on February 24 to 27, 

you will read its report next month. Should 
anything important happen during this event 
like, for example, the resignation of the CAF 
Director, you will be told about it thanks to a 
special issue of our Newsletter ☺☺☺

Bernard
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ONE MORE SMALL EFFORT !… JUST A FEW MORE 
SPONSORS ARE REQUIRED TO CLOSE THE 
“SPIRIT OF LEWIS” BUDGET FOR YEAR 2011!
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SPECIAL BELL P-39 AIRACOBRA

IMPORTANTS CHANGES !
• THE FRENCH WING FLY-IN WILL 
TAKE PLACE ON MAY 28, 2011.
• THE FRENCH WING  ANNIVERSARY 
WILL TAKE PLACE ON JUNE 4.
• BOTH IN LE PLESSIS-BELLEVILLE.
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FRENCH WING FLY-IN
AND ANNIVERSARY

ORGANIZATION

On June 4 will take place, in Le 
Plessis-Belleville a day dedicated 
to handicapped children. This 
operation  is meant to give plane 
rides to a great number of kids. 
Therefore, in order to avoid any 
clash with this generous venture, we 
decided to bring forward our Fly-in 
one week and to keep the French 
Wing’s 15th Anniversary on June 4.

That way, we hope that a maximum 
number of our members will be 
present and able to attend at least one 
of these two events, if not both.

Here is what will happen during these 
two happenings…

FLY-IN ON 28 MAY 2011

Similar to last year’s Fly-in, the 
airplanes will be allowed to arrive 
at the time of their choice. Aircraft 
coming from a distant place will 
arrive the day before.

The morning will be dedicated to 
these arrivals and to meeting all our 
friends. A barbecue will be served. 
This meal will be free except the 
drinks other than mineral water.

During the morning, the members 
of the Board of Administration, 
helped by Roy Grinnell, will do a 
close examination of all airplanes and 
will give them notes on their state 
and their historical exactness if they 
are representing a definite period of 
aviation history. These notes will be 
used to determine which plane will 
deserve an award.

These awards will be distributed in 
the middle of the afternoon so that 
people who have to leave fairly early 
will be able to do so.

Local flights will, of course, take 
place at any time during the day, 
according to the weather and the 
planes’ owners.

ANNIVERSARY ON JUNE 4

Although the use of the airfield will 
be almost exclusively dedicated to 
flights for the handicapped children, 
it won’t stop us celebrating our 
Association’s 15th Anniversary in a 
big way !…

We will have the pleasure to have a 
band playing for us all day ! 

SHADOOGUY

This band is composed of three 
guitarists and a drummer. They are 
specialized in the music played by the 
Shadows but their repertory is much 
wider than this : Rock’n Roll, Beatles, 
Cliff Richard, and even Glenn Miller.

Patrice Lapersonne, lead guitar, is a 
B-777 Air France pilot, Christian Graf, 
rhythmic guitar, is a retired Air France 
pilot, André Dubarle, bass guitar, is 
also retired but often plays with a jazz 
band in Paris, and Guy Bourdonnais, 

drummer, owns a company that rents 
garden equipment. You can see them 
play on YouTube at the following 
address :

http://shadooguy78.multiply.com/
video/item/33/RIDERS_IN_THE_
SKY_par_shadooguy

It will give you an idea of their great 
quality which will turn this June 4 into 
a really memorable day. Do not miss 
this celebration !

Like for our Fly-in, the barbecue will 
be free except for drinks other than 
mineral water.

We expect a maximum number of 
members to participate with their 
families. You will soon receive a form 
to fill in which will allow us to know 
exactly how many guests will come. 
That way we will be able to provide 
enough food and ensure that no one 
will starve or de-hydrate.

We will be allowed to fly from 18:00 
until the time of the aeronautical night 
which is very late during that period 
of the year.

“KID’S DREAMS”

Such is the name of the event that will 
provide, on this June 4th, airplane 
rides to 180 handicapped or not kids, 
so that they can discover what aviation 
is about.

The President of the Association which 
organizes this day, Bertrand Rameau, 
has invited all members of the French 
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Wing to meet these children during 
the afternoon.

Our member Jacqueline Clerc kindly 
offered to talk to the handicapped kids 
and show them that one must never 
despair. A big thank you Jacqueline 
from the bottom of our heart !

Therefore, this day will be doubly 
important. Make sure that you are there !

CARREFOUR DE L’AIR ON 
MARCH 26 & 27, 2011

The French Wing is on the list of 
participants with its Piper Cub “Spirit 
of Lewis”, and other members of our 
Association who own their plane are 
also on that list.

The Air Museum Fly-in appears to 
be left off all Press communiqués, 
probably because of administrative 
problems (Don’t forget that we are in 
France !) but whatever happens to it, 
the Museum is organizing booths 
for about 40 Associations inside the 
Concorde Hall. That way we will be 
able to present our Association to the 
public, sell PX items, and, we hope, 
recruit more members. We are waiting 
for some more precise information 
from the Museum, so, please keep 
your ears open and read your emails 
frequently !

CAF OR GOOF ?

Those of our members who can access 
the CAF members’ only web site have 
been able to read the minutes of the 
tele-conference held on September 
20, 2010, minutes that HQ had 
“forgotten” to publish. A very useful 
lapse of memory so close to Airsho 
2010 !… Reading those have triggered 
numerous and strong reactions from 
these readers since these minutes 
describe precisely the dreadful state of 
the CAF finances which makes one 
think of a “Black Hole” made of debts 
and unconstitutional arrangements  
which slowly kill our organization.
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PIPER CLUB FRANCE
EVENTS 2011

Here is the list of events organized 
by the Piper Club France :

• 20.000 Fathoms in the Air, in 
Amiens on April 8, 9, & 10.

• Piper Club France Annual General 
Assembly in Angers on April 15 & 
16.

• Annual gathering of the Piper 
Club France in Nancy on June 17, 
18, & 19.

• Escapade in Nuits Saint Georges 
on September 24 & 25.

Note : The Annual Gathering in 2012 will take 
place in Chambéry on June 15, 16, & 17.

FRENCH WING
EVENTS 2011

During our GA on November 27, it 
was decided that the French Wing 
would participate in 5 aerial events 
during 2011, and to Aéropuces at 
the Musée de l’Air in Le Bourget :

• Air Museum show of Aviation 
Associations on March 26 & 27 
with the PX booth.

• French Wing Fly-in in Le Plessis-
Belleville on May 28, 2011.

• French Wing 15th Anniversary 
in Le Plessis-Belleville on June 4, 
2011, with the band SHADOOGUY.

• Fête aérienne de La Ferté-Alais on 
June 11 & 12.

• Gathering of the Piper Club France 
in Nancy on June 17, 18, & 19.

• Pontoise air show on September 
4th.

• Aéropuces du Musée de l’Air in 
Le Bourget on October 22 and 23, 
2011.

FRENCH WING FLY-IN AND 
ANNIVERSARY COMMITTEE

• Aircraft and people safety : 
Michel Baloche & Patrick Pierre-
Pierre who will work together for 
a perfect safety, with, in addition, 
the task to find hangar spaces for 
visitors coming from far away.

• Meals : Gaël Darquet, Roger 
Gouzon, & Stéphane Duchemin 
(Purchase, preparation, and 
cooking of food, drinks). We are 
still looking for one volunteer 
to complete this team of 4 
members.

• PX : Fumiko Delfino, Danielle 
Duflot, & Noël Barange 
(Preparation, setup, sales and 
sorting out).

• Lodging of guests, hotel room 
booking, transportation : Roger 
Gouzon & Claude Gascon.

• Logistics : Roger Gouzon & 
Didier Blouzard  (Tables, chaisrs, 
fridges, rest room, etc).

• Report on both week-ends : 
Bernard Delfino & Bertrand 
Brown (Photos and texts). We are 
looking for one volunteer with 
a video camera to do a video 
report.

• Festivities on June 4 : Bernard 
Delfino & Bertrand Brown.

• Contest of the best airplanes 
with Awards : The entire Board of 
Administration and Roy Grinnell 
(Several categories : Training, 
liaison, aerobatics fighters, 
etc… according to the airplanes 
present).

• Cleaning, brooming, washing 
up : Everyone who did not volunteer 
for one of  the above tasks ! ☺☺☺
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SPONSORING OF THE PIPER 
CUB “SPIRIT OF LEWIS”

This Sponsoring system is based on 
three levels of premium paid at the end 
of the calendar year. As a reward for 
these financial efforts, each Sponsor 
may fly at a reduced price according 
to the following scheme :

Flying Sponsor

Annual Premium 250€ and price per 
flight hour 25€ (Average cost over 10 
hours of flight : 50€).

Restoration Sponsor

Annual Premium 125€ and price per 
flight hour 45€ (Average cost over 10 
hours of flight : 57,50€).

Supporting Sponsor

Annual Premium 50€ and price per 
flight hour 55€ (Average cost over 10 
hours of flight : 60€).

Non-Sponsors

Non-Sponsors  do not pay any annual 
premium but the cost for one flight 
hour is 80 euros. Therefore, it is a 
lot more advantageous to adopt a 
sponsorship, even at the lowest level of 
Supporting Sponsor since the hourly 
cost is below this price as soon as you 
reach the third hour.

Let us remind you that the fixed costs are 
covered by these premiums whose total 
must reach the amount of de 5600 € before 
the airplane can financially operate.

A big Thank You to all current 
Sponsors. Thanks to them we have 
collected, so far, 4925 €. We now only 
need to collect 675 €, which is quite 
possible if last year’s Sponsors renew 
their help as soon as possible.

THANKS FOR
SUPPORTING THE

“SPIRIT OF LEWIS” !

FRENCH WING ANNUAL 
DUES 2011 / 2012

Your French Wing annual dues ($50.00) 
must be paid before March 31 each year.

We thank you for checking the list of 
members who have already paid their 
dues. If your name is not on it, please 
do send your participation before the 
end of March.

List of members who are up to date 
with their annual dues :

Jim Adams, Hugh Alexander 
III, Gilles Avenel, Noël Barange, 
Bunty Bateman, Eric Bellebon, 
Merril Butikofer, Daniel Costelle, 
Jean-Christophe Debuisson, 
Bernard Delfino, Fumiko Delfino, 
Danielle Duflot, Guy Fourdrain, 
Maurice Girard, Roger Gouzon, 
Irene Grinnell, Roy Grinnell, 
Barbara Hair, Aubrey Hair, Jean-
Luc Jentel, Marie-Françoise 
Le Cornec, Kevin Leonard-
Keller, Isabelle Lesser, Jim Lux, 
Georges Marcelin, Sebastien 
Michel, Camille Montaigu, Tadao 
Nomura, Patrick Pierre-Pierre, 
Sandy Sansing, Harlan Short, 
Haruo Tanaka, Leon Z. Thomas, 
Regis Urschler, William Voltz, 
Ron Wright.

WANTED FOR THE FLY-IN 
AND THE ANNIVERSARY

We are looking for presents that 
can be given to the winners of the 
various competitions of the Fly-in 
and the Anniversary, as well as to 
the 5 most meritorious members 
for the past 15 years. Ask your 
friends, your employer, the shops 
that you are familiar with, and 
anyone able to help us materially. 
Many shops can help you get this 
kind of presents, be it as items, 
vouchers, or else. All you need to 
do is approach them with tact and 
discretion and explain to them the 
goals of our Association, and invite 
them to our events.

DESIGNATE THE MOST
MERITORIOUS MEMBERS

All our members can designate the 
5 most meritorious members they 
think deserve this distinction thanks 
to their accomplishments for the 
French Wing and the CAF during 
the past 15 years. Please send us your 
list of members and explain what are 
the reasons for your choice.

Note : The only persons who cannot 
compete are the members of the 
Board of Administration.

THE “ÉCHARPE BLANCHE” BLOG IS GROWING FAST

The French vintage aviation news blog put on line by Bravo Bravo Aviation and 
the CAF French Wing, is growing day after day. Not just happy to give news 
about vintage aviation in France, this blog will also allow you to check the current 
year’s air shows, to see interesting videos (Like the story of Morane-Saulnier for 
example), to actively participate in the research about the first French fighter pilot 
to shoot down a German plane : Maurice Choron, but also to win aircraft profiles 
every month thanks to your participation.

http://www.lecharpeblanche.fr/

Look for and find news about vintage aviation in France and send them to Bertrand 
Brown < webmaster@gaetanmarie.com >. Doing so, you will add a brick to the 
wall and you will have a good chance to win splendid profiles of your favorite 
airplanes.
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And just for the pleasure, here is 
the latest painting produced by Roy 
Grinnell. It will be the cover of a 

book about B-29 combat missions 
during WWII. Normally, the format 
is vertical, but we cropped it for 

the needs of this Newsletter. Roy is 
working on a big surprise for us all, 
very soon… Please be patient !

NUMBER 2 OF THE DÉZINGUEURS IS COMING

You have to admit that life sometimes does great 
things !… We were preparing a special issue dedicated to 
the Airacobra, and when we asked Jean Barbaud when 
his number 2 of the comics book series the Dézingueurs, 
will be published, here is what he sent us :  The superb 
cover of this next album with a more than superb (Or, 
rather, P-400 since it usually has 2 zeros on its tail ! ☺).

It should be on the market next April. Order one 
straight away !

And if you haven’t read the first one, run and get a copy 
from your favorite book shop. Good mood guaranteed, 
use it with no restriction.
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http://jeanbarbaud.blogspot.com/



The origin of the Bell P-39 design 
comes from a sentence pronounced 
in 1918 by a Swiss citizen, Marc 
Birkigt, who created the company 
Hispano Suiza : “The best place for 
an anti aircraft gun is onboard a 
plane”.

The team of engineers who worked 
for Bell Aircraft Corporation de-
cided to put this idea into practice 
by fitting to an airplane a gun fir-
ing explosive shells able to put out 
of service tanks, boats, or the biggest 
bombers.

The tests carried out on the destruc-
tive power of the then available weap-
ons revealed that the 37mm cannon 
was, by far, the most efficient one. 
So it was this weapon that the Bell 
Aircraft Corp. chose for their future 
aircraft.

Contrary to habits that dictated that 
an airplane should be built first, then 
armed afterwards, the Bell engineers 
designed the P-39 (Bell Model 12) 
around this 37mm cannon. To that 
purpose, the entire space available in 
the nose of the plane was allocated 
to the armament, and the engine was 
moved back towards the center of the 
fuselage, behind the pilot. The link 
between the engine and the propel-
ler and its reduction gear box was by 
means of a 3 meters long shaft which 
runs between the pilot’s legs, level with 
the cabin floor.

So designed, the nose of the plane 
could shelter a 37mm T9 cannon, two 
0,50 inch (12,7 mm) machine-gun, as 
well as their ammunitions.

Apart from this unusual engine loca-
tion, the P-39 had another original 

feature : A tricycle landing gear. The 
airplane became the very first single 
engine fighter with a tricycle land-
ing gear to be ordered by the US 
Army Air Corps when the authori-
ties signed a contract for a prototype 
on October 7, 1937. The engine was 
a super-charged Alison V-1710.

This prototype, XP-39, took off 
for the first time in April 1939. Its 
number was changed to XP-39B af-
ter a few flights and various modi-
fications like new radiators and the 
removal of the super-charger.

The modified plane took off on 
November 25, 1939, and became 
the basis for the production of thir-
teen YP-39 ordered in April 1939. 
The first aircraft of this ordrer was 
rolled out of the plant in September 
1940 (Above).
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BELL P-39 / P-400 AIRACOBRA
   Article : B. Delfino, with the kind cooperation of col Sandy Sansing and the help from the works of Capt. G.H. Spaulding (USN Ret.)
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The initial production batch was 
called P-39C of which twenty 
were built, soon replaced by the 
P-39D which had, in addition 
to the weapons in the nose, four 
0,30 inch (7,7 mm) machine-guns 
in the wings and self-sealing fuel 
tanks. One bomb or one external 
fuel tank could be hooked to the 
belly of the plane. The order for 
the P-39D was of 404 aircraft for 
the US Army Air Corps, and 494 
P-39D-1 and P-39D-2 as part of 
the lend-lease program.

The first order of the P-39 from a for-
eign country was put in by England 
for 675 airplanes. The reference for 
this aircraft was Bell Model 14 which 
had a 20mm cannon instead of the 37 
mm.

Only one RAF Unit was finally 
equipped with it. Of this batch, 
more than 200 planes were sent to 
Russia, and the same number of 
planes were retained by the USAAF 
when the war with Japan broke out. 
The removal of the super-charger 
soon appeared to be a mistake 
which limited the use of the P-39 
as a fighter.

The P-39 was used on all battle fronts, 
but it’s in North Africa that its excep-
tional qualities as a ground attack air-
craft were revealed, around the end of 
1942.

Many different versions were pro-
duced during the war, so many that 
a total of 9,558 aircraft were rolled 
out of the production plant. Of these, 
4,773 airplanes were used by the So-
viet Air Force, and 165 by the Free 
French Forces.

The CAF P-39Q whose exact type 
is P-39Q-5-BE, is currently based 
in San Marcos (Texas), where the 
Central Texas Wing looks after it. Its 
maker’s number is 21-9597, and the 
Army Air Force serial number is 42-
19597.

This aircraft (Above) was the second P-
39Q-5 produced. It was delivered to 
the USAAF on May 23, 1943, follow-
ing the order number AC-20910, for 
a cost of $ 48,673.00. The plane was 
lend-leased to Bell Aircraft Corp, then 
based at Buffalo from July 1943 till De-
cember 29, 1943, at which date it was 
transferred to Cincinnati (Ohio), then 
to Laredo (Texas) in January 1944.

In April 1944, it was converted to a 
twin seater and took the new desig-
nation TP-39Q. In June 1944, it was 
transferred to Harlingen, then an ac-
tive military base for shooting prac-
tice, a long time before the Confeder-
ate Air Force was founded. On July 2, 
1945, the plane took part in a flight 
around the USA, a trip that should 
have finished in a scrap yard (Recon-
struction Finance Corporation) to be 
destroyed. Most fortunately, the plane 
suffered some engine problems on 
July 20, 1945, and its pilot landed in 
Hobbs (New Mexico), on an airfield 

used for crop spraying aircraft. It was 
abandoned by the Army Air Force, 
and the owner of the field used it as a 
spare parts source for its crop-sprayer 
airplanes. It became a real wreck and 
was forgotten about. Then, eventually, 
it was transferred to a school where it 
was used as a decoration piece in the 
school yard, the Capitan High School 
in Lincoln (New Mexico).

In April 1956, Confederate Air Force 
Colonel Chet Kochan discovered this 
wreck behind the school chicken-wire 
fence (Below), but it was not until 
1962 that the P-39, which only to-
taled 392 hours of flight was bought 
by Joe Brown. The plane was disman-
tled and transported by road to the 
CAF Headquarters in Harlingen.

In 1968 Don Hull from Sugarland 
(Texas) started its restoration to 
flight status. All the armament and 
armor plates were removed. A water 
tank and a water pump which were 
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used to spray the radiator were fit-
ted inside the airplane nose, for the 
purpose of cooling the engine dur-
ing taxi on the ground, in high am-
bient temperatures, until the plane 
was airborne and sufficiently cooled. 
An Alison V-1710-85 engine was fit-
ted to replace the original one. Ex-
cept for the fitting of a modern radio 
equipment and a civilian artificial 
horizon, no major modification was 
done. The plane was painted green 
and decorated with the Russian star 
in order to represent the numerous 
aircraft which served on the Eastern 
front.

Under its new 
civilian registra-
tion N6968, the 
P-39 flew again 
for the first time 
on October 21, 
1974. This same 
year, the found-
er and first Unit 
Leader of the 
Central Texas 
Wing (Centex 
for short) John 
Stokes, bought 
the plane and 
donated it to 

the Confederate Air Force.

Until its premature death, John 
Stokes remained the sole sponsor 
of this aircraft. The latter was trans-
ferred to the airfield in San Marcos, 
about 40 Miles North-East of San 
Antonio where the Centex still re-
sides today in an authentic and im-
mense hangar which was built in 
1943.

In 1985, the P-39 got a new engine 
and it carried on until June 1994 
when the aircraft suffered some seri-
ous nose wheel shimmy problems, so 

strong that they caused some impor-
tant damage to the airplane.

In June 1996, the Association of 
the Squadron 347, 350th Fighter 
Group veterans, decided to finance 
the paint work of the airplane which 
took the colors of this Unit. In July 
1997 some important shimmy ap-
peared again. A complete overhaul 
of the aircraft was carried out with 
the help of the Lockheed retired 
employees in Fort-Worth (Texas). 
It was in June 2001 that it was able 
to resume normal service. Today, 
it’s one of only two airplanes of this 
type remaining in flying condition 
in the world, the second one being 
at Duxford, England.

Sandy Sansing flew this plane for 
many years. Here is what he has to say 
about it :

“The P-39 is a very special aircraft be-
cause of its design. The engine in the 
back, the tricycle landing gear, the ac-
cess to the cockpit which is done through 
doors like a car, are as many points that 
made it such a special plane, and its fly-
ing characteristics are such that it is very 
pleasant to fly.

Spectacular photo of a P-39 shooting all its weapons. In fact, this photo 
was actually taken at night but on the ground. It was then worked on 
in the dark room by the photographer to simulate an in-flight shot.

Ph
ot

o :
 B

. D
elfi

no



9

However there is a very important 
point that pilots in operation had to 
watch : During a combat mission, 
after using all its ammunitions, the 
weight in the nose was drastically re-
duced and the plane was then very tail 
heavy.

In these conditions, the pilot had to be 
very careful not to get the aircraft into 
a spin since it could quickly change to 
a flat spin of which it was impossible 
to get out.

The CAF P-39 being, of course, un-
armed, the compensation for the lack 
of weight in the nose was done in sev-
eral ways : Through the re-positioning 
of the battery, normally located at 
the back, to the nose of the airplane, 
through the fitting of a water tank and 
a water pump used to force the cooling 
of the engine by spraying water onto 
the radiator grille during the taxi on 
the ground, and, finally, by the addi-
tion of lead weights of a total of 345 
lbs (About 175 kg).

It is also amusing to note that the  
adoption of a tricycle landing gear, 
which was really extraordinary when 
the P-39 appeared, made pilots believe 
that the aircraft could easily flip over on 
its nose and end up on its back during 
taxi When they heard about it, Bell de-
cided to offer an award of $ 10,000.00 
to anyone who could do that.

Of course, no one was ever able to 
put a P-39 on its back, even at high 
ground speed !”

Guadalcanal is located half way 
along the Solomon islands. It rep-
resented, for the Japanese, an ideal 
place to intercept naval communi-
cations between the USA and Aus-
tralia. This is why Japan wanted to 
turn it into a strategic base, and 
started its invasion at the begin-
ning of July 1942.

Knowing about these plans, Ameri-
cans decided to invade it as well. This 
is how the Marines first division land-
ed there one month later and had no 
trouble taking control of the airfield 
that the enemy had started building 
at Lunga point, because only workers 
were there, protected by some light 
forces.

The Japanese evacuated the area and 
abandoned their equipment of which 
the Americans made good use since, 
on August 29, nineteen fighters and 
twelve light bombers landed there, 
forming the first elements of the Cac-
tus Air Force, named after the island’s 
code name : Cactus.

Unfortunately, Admiral Turner decid-
ed to withdraw its cargos prematurely, 
which left the Marines on their own 
to defend the base which was named 
Henderson, after the name of Major 
Henderson who had led a flight of 
SBD Dauntless during the Battle of 
Midway and lost his life during the 
attack.

Although it was relentlessly bombard-
ed by the Japanese ships and bombers 
who came from Rabaul, the Marines 
managed to keep the base operational.

To fully understand the situation of 
the troops on Guadalcanal, either 
Japanese or American, one must know 
that this island was infested with mos-
quitoes, flesh eating ants, leeches, and 
other charming creatures which car-
ried contagious diseases, while rats 
were spreading typhus. Malaria and 
dysentery worn out the men to such an 
extent that anyone with a body tem-
perature of 103F or less was declared 
“fit for duty” !… One of the Marines, 
talking about Guadalcanal, perfectly 
summed up the situation when he 
declared that : “If the world needed an 
enema, this would be the right place to 
put in the hose ! ”

The first massive Japanese attack took 
place mid-September. It was done 
with a force of 6000 men who had to 
face the line of defence that had been 
established on a ridge, about 1,600 

HENDERSON FIELD AND THE CACTUS AIR FORCE

• Top  left,  a  view 
of the Solomon 
and Australia.
• Bottom  left, 
Gu a d a l c a n a l  : 
The red dot is 
where Henderson 
Field is located. It 
can also be seen in 
the recently taken 
close-up photo on 
the right, now the 
Henderson Inter-
national Airport.
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yards south of the base, manned by 
800 Marines who were led by Lieu-
tenant Colonel Merritt A. Edson. 
Combats during this attack were 
so fierce that this ridge was conse-
quently called Bloody Ridge !

At that time, the Cactus Air Force 
numbered more than 60 aircraft 
of various types, but the Japanese 
shelling had damaged or demol-
ished more than half of them. 

The Airacobra squadron only had 
five flyable planes, out of fourteen 
originally, but there was 
only enough fuel to oper-
ate a maximum of three 
of them.

Among the P-400 pi-
lots (The P-400 being 
the export version of 
the P-39), was Captain 
John A. Thompson 
whose name is too eas-
ily forgotten, like many 
others whose braveness 
and heroism combined 
to ensure the continuity 
of the allied operations.

“When we got there” tells 
Thompson, “the Marines 
were in combat. The Jap-
anese had complete con-
trol of the sea and were putting 
more and more troops on the island. 
They’d shell us every night and the 

bombers would 
come from Ra-
baul every day. 
You could set 
your watch by 
them !”

“On my first 
flight, I came 
back with 17 
holes in my air-
plane. One bul-
let came through the canopy and 
got me in the shoulder but didn’t 
disable me. One must have hit my 

radiator because when I pulled 
back the throttle to land, the en-
gine quit.”

The Airacobra did not have an oxy-
gen system and the engine wasn’t 
super-charged, which stopped them 

from fighting the Zero’s at 
altitude and limited it to 
ground attacks, a role in 
which it excelled. Guadal-
canal was a target-rich en-
vironment : “As the Japanese 
continued to bring in more 
personnel, we’d bomb their 
barges and strafe the troops 
on the beach. On one occa-
sion, we were low on ammo, 
so we dropped depth charges 
on them. Hell of a concus-
sion !”

“The Marines had been fight-
ing on the ridge all day and 
all night. About four in the 
morning on September 14th, 
I was called up to our com-
mand post, which we called 

the Pagoda (Below).

Several Marines from the ridge were 
there, including one of their company 
commanders. He told me their situation 
and drew a rough diagram of the ridge 
showing the positions of our men and the 
enemy who were expected to make a big 
push at daybreak. I picked a couple of 
other pilots, Lieutenants B.E. Davis and 
B.W. Brown and we took off at dawn.”

Top,  one  of  the 
P-400 of the 67th 
FG with painted 
shark teeth which 
suit well the shape 
of the airplane.

Above, John 
Thompson in 
the cockpit of his 
P-400.

Left,  members  of 
the 67th FS posing 
before the P-400 
“Hell’s Bells” .



“After a wide circle around the field 
to stay out of sight, we came in low 
over the trees, pulled up and saw the 
Marine positions. In the clearing 
were hundreds and hundreds of Japa-
nese. I lowered the nose, pressed the 
trigger and just mowed right through 
them. The next two pilots did the 
same thing.”

“The second plane was hit, lost his 
coolant and had to land. We came 

around again and I was also hit in 
the cooler. The third aircraft made 
one more run. There was so much 
confusion, the Japanese broke and re-
treated in panic back into the jungle. 
That gave the Marines a chance to 
regroup.”

“Later that day, General Vandegrift 
in overall command) told me : Cap-
tain Thompson, you won’t read about 
this in the newspapers, but you and 

your flight of P-400’s just saved Gua-
dalcanal.”

One doesn’t know if the Marines 
could have repulsed the enemy at-
tack without the help of the Airaco-
bra, but, evidently, their Comman-
det didn’t think so.

For the role they played in that deci-
sive battle, Thompson was awarded 
the Navy Cross, and his two wing 
men received the Silver Star.

The fights for the occupation of Hen-
derson Field carried on but the base 
remained in the hands of the Ameri-
cans. Six months were necessary to 
take full control of Guadalcanal.

These fierce combats cost the life 
of 1592 American soldiers. The 
Japanese losses were 14,800 men, 
to which one must add another 
9,000 who died from the diseases 
and another 1,000 taken prison-
ers. And if one also adds the losses, 
on both sides, on the sea and in 
the sky, these figures increase quite 
substantially.
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FRENCH WING PX

Print of the Spirit of Lewis flying over Le Plessis-
Belleville, from the painting made by Roy Grinnell.

300 gramms, non-acid, high quality paper, size 30 x 
40 cm.

The price for this lithograph is 10 euros for Wing mem-
bers (+ 6 € P & P), and 15 euros for the public (+ 6 € 
de port).

Our members residing in the USA may order from 
Irene & Roy Grinnell in order to avoid excessive P & P  
( buywrbonds@aol.com ).

WING PROJECTS
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Come on guys !
One more small 

effort !


