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(Overieaf) The 34 Attack
Group in formation during
the Laredo

February 9, 1923. (Photo
courtesy, Notionsl
Archives )

RATH’S
TESTIMONY
DEEPLY
ANGERED
BILLY
MITCHELL. AS
THE VETERAN
SPOKE,
MITCHELL
SEETHED

n Wednesday, October 28, 1925, the court-

martial of Brig. Gen. William “Billy” Mitchell

convened in the Emory Building, a facility
across from the northwest corner of the US.
Capitol. Over the next two months, the court-mar-
tial became the biggest media event in the nation,
one of the great trials in Twenticth Century
American history. Day after day, the legal proceed-
ings dominated headlines as Mitchell's defense
attorney, Congressman Frank Reid, put the
Department of War’s management of air power on
trial rather than the defendant himself.
Throughout the trial and despite bitter testimony
by opponents—like US. Army Generals Charles
Summerall, Hugh Drum, and Dennis Nolan—
Mitchell presented an optimistic, often up-beat
demeanor. In spite of everything, he appeared to
enjoy himself—as Billy usually did when in the
limelight.!

Testimony by one Howard G. Rath, however, pro-
voked a different response. Rath had seen exten-
sive combat with the Air Service’s first bombard-
ment unit, the 96th Aero Squadron, during World
War 1. He had flown on the 96th’s initial combat
mission on June 12, 1918, and served as a flight
leader and operations officer before stepping up to
the staff of the 1st Day Bombardment Group in
mid-October.? On September 13, during the St.
Mihiel offensive, he led three Breguet bombers
through a formation of fifteen German pursuits,
successfully striking the unit’s target. Only Rath’s
aircraft survived and the heutenant received the
Distinguished Service Cross (DSC), the nation’s
second highest decoration for wvalor. Ordinarily,
Mitchell had close relations with his combat air-
men. They liked him, and he respected them. But
Rath’s testimony as a rebuttal witness for the pros-
ecution revealed that he had parted ways with
Billy Mitchell. He contradicted the general on the
effectiveness of anti-airerafl fire, testifying that it
posed a deadly threat to aircraft, and charged that
during the St. Mihiel attack Mitchell had ordered
the 96th to bomb under horrific conditions, forang
the fliers to face unacceptable hazards. Half of the
squadron’s missions had to be canceled, Rath
asserted, and many of those flown should never
have been attempted. Aircraft had crashed and
men had died without reason, and Rath blamed
Mitchell for these losses.?

Rath’s testimony deeply angered Billy Mitchell.
As the veteran spoke, Mitchell seethed. According
to biographer Douglas Waller, he

gripped the defense table as if it would keep him
from launching himself at Rath. At times he leaned
over to Reid, angrily whispering in his ear. Other
times, he turned around to the reporter sitting just
behind him and in a low hoarse voice uttered
insults about Rath. . . . [T]o have one of his airmen
accuse him of incompetent and rechless leadership
in combat outraged him. It was the ultimate
betrayal, as far as he was concerned.’

Mitchell's attorney compounded the impact of
Rath’s testimony. Reid attacked Rath during cross-
examination, intimating that the former airman
had shown cowardice in the face of the enemy. Reid
had never spent a day under fire, and his abuse of
a decorated veteran infuriated the distinguished
members of the court. Brig. Gen. Edward L. King

wasn't going to let a US. Congressman humiliate a
brave soldier. “T would like to ask the president of
the court . .. to inform defense counsel that a man
may do things even if he is afraid!” he shouted,
almost sputtering with rage. “I certainly object to the
insinuation, as I get it, that this witness was a cow-
ard. I don’t think that his testimony shows it!". . ..
[Mayj. Gen. Sidney S.] Graves . . . put his arm around
his fellow general’s shoulder and squeezed it.®

Reid’s performance not only deeply offended the
generals sitting in judgment, but for the first time
alienated the spectators, who until this point had
demonstratively favored Mitchell. As Reid poured
hostile questions on Rath, boos and hisses envelo-
ped the courtroom. General King's righteous out-
burst led to applause and cheers from the specta-
tors. “Their hostility stunned Reid and Mitchell ™6

Reid, like his client, had given way to emotion
when he should have remained calm. The defense's
best approach would have been to turn Rath’s tes-
timony in Mitchell's favor. Reid should have shown
Rath the respect his record deserved, then cross-
examined him carefully to elicit the fact that com-
manders often send their men into combat at terri-
ble hazard when they judge the effort necessary
and at times when subordinates believe the danger
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The 3d Attack Group in
attack formation during the
Laredo Project, February 3,
1923. (Pholo courtesy,
National Archives)
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too great. Combat demands extreme effort and
tragic loss; sometimes the forces committed suc-
ceed and sometimes they fail; and often subordi-
nate leaders blame heavy losses on superiors who
they see as having demanded unreasonable, unjus-
tified sacrifice. Rath,in short, was blaming Mitchell
for a situation common in warfare. The president of
the court was Maj. Gen. Robert Howze, holder of
the Medal of Honor,” and the board was composed
of senior leaders whose chests were heavy with dec-
orations. Men like Maj. Gen. Douglas MacArthur
understood and accepted a leader’s need to order
soldiers to perform beyond their capabilities.®

Ultimately, the court-martial never hinged on
Rath's tesimony and, in the final analysis, his
assertions probably made little difference in the
verdict. But the episode colored the proceedings
and tamished Mitchell's image. Still, the situation
might have been even more damaging. Extreme
demands during wartime can be justified by exi-
gent conditions and military necessity. During
peacetime, however, such exertions are quite
another matter. It was probably fortunate for
Mitchell and his reputation that the prosecution
failed to exploit a somewhat analogous episode that
occurred in Texas in February 1923,

When Maj. Gen. Mason M. Patrick assumed
command of the U.S. Army Air Service on October
5, 1921, he also took on the task of managing his
second-in-command, Billy Mitchell. Patrick had
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proven during World War I that he could handle the
flamboyant, irrepressible airman. Now, that
responsibility was his again. An essential element
among Patrick’s management techniques was to
keep Mitchell on the move and out of Washington,
D.C. One such trip took place at the beginning of
19239

On January 21, piloting his personal airplane
and accompanied by an aide, Mitchell left Bolling
Field bound for McCook Field near Dayton, Ohio, to
visit the Air Service's Engineering Department. At
McCook, the general examined the latest develop-
ments in night flying equipment, landing lights,
and superchargers. He personally flew a new train-
ing aircrafl that featured side-by-side seating, and
also a two-seat, high-altitude pursuit plane that he
judged promising.'® From Ohio, Mitchell flew north
to Selfridge Field, Michigan, home of his favorite
unit, the 1st Pursuit Group. At Selfridge, he
inspected the command, observed mancuvers, and
tested a Thomas-Morse MB-3 pursuit aircraft
equipped with an auxiliary fuel tank that could be
dropped when empty, and an MB-3 that featured
snow skis in place of wheels. Next, Mitchell
inspected the Air Service's lighter-than-air training
school at Scott Field, Illinois, and then flew to Kelly
Field, outside San Antonio, Texas, for a week of
inspections, reviews, and maneuvers.!!

Subsequently, a three-day flight then took
Mitchell to Camp Borden in Ontario, site of
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(Top lft) A Do Haviland
DH-4 developed at McCock
Field. Ohlo, equipped with
eight machine guns, c.
19520, The gun mounted
over the wing is a bek-fed
Marlin, (Photo courtesy,
Nationa! Muse um of the
U.S. Air Farce, Dayton,
Oio )

(Top right) A De Havilland
DH-48 of the 9ith Attack
Squadron with two pair of
drum-fed 30 cal, Lewis
machine guns mounted on
the sides of the fuselage,
February 9, 1923. (Photo
courtesy, National
Archives.)

(Abowe)F ve DH-4Bs on the
fight line at Kelly Field,
Taxas, flown by the S0th
Attack Squadron during
the Laredo Project,
February 9, 1923. (Photo
courtesy, Nations
Archives.)

Canada’s School of Aviation, and from there he
went to Ottawa to pay a courtesy call on the
Governor General of Canada, Lord Byng. On
March 2, Mitchell returned to Bolling, having com-
pleted a 5,000-mile trip in an open-cockpit aircraft
in the dead of winter."?

The focal point of this trip was Kelly Field, and
the principal organization based at that facility
was the 3d Attack Group. This unit had grown out
of a system of Air Service patrols along the border
with Mexico following World War 1. By 1921, trou-
ble had declined enabling the Air Service to con-
centrate the organization at Kelly Field. The 3d
Attack Group’s mission under Lt. Col. Seth W
Cooke was to support army ground forces, and
General Mitchell expected it to perfect the ground
attack techniques that the Air Service had begun
using in France in 191819

The Attack Group flew two-seat De Havilland
DH-4B aircraft powered by the 400 h.p. Liberty
engine. The DH-4 had been a highly successful
British observation and bombing aircraft selected
by the Air Service in 1917 for production in the
United States. US. firms ultimately produced over
4,500 DH-4s and it became the only American-
built aireraft to see combat, equipping some eight

observation and bombing squadrons by the end of
the war. Following World War 1, hundreds were
modified as DH-4Bs by strengthening the air-
frame, moving the gas tank ahead of the pilot, and
placing the pilot and observer closer together. Tight
post-war budgets encouraged use of DH-4Bs in
almost every role practicable. They not only served
as bombing, observation, and ground attack air-
craft, but also became trainers, ambulances, target
tugs, and air racers. Some patrolled the border and
others watched for forest fires. Still others deliv-
ered mail. The Air Service also used the aircraft as
a test bed for a variety of engines, instruments,
armament, and equipment. In all, the Air Service
produced over sixty identifiable variants. Both
Generals Patrick and Mitchell flew especially pre-
pared DH-4Bs as their personal airplanes.'*
Mitchell's week in San Antonio was a major
affair that must be dissected layer by layer like an
onion. On the surface, everything went well. He
arrived late on Friday, February 2, and on
Saturday, despite icy, windy conditions, conducted a
general inspection of barracks and hangars, a dis-
mounted inspection of Kelly personnel, and an aer-
ial review.!? Bitter cold failed to keep the general, a
distinguished horseman, from riding on Sunday,
but canceled outside activities planned for
Monday."® Despite conditions, however Mitchell
still tested a DH-B equipped with eight machine
guns, then lectured Air Service officers on aerial
tactics and the state of the Air Service in general.'?
Tuesday, the weather moderated and the 3d Attack
Group took to the air for a day of maneuvers led by
Mitchell in a Kelly Field DH-4B prepared for his
use.’ Wednesday moming saw more aerial maneu-
vers, and during the afternoon Mitchell inspected
the San Antonio Air Intermediate Depot at Kelly,
one of the regional supply and repair depots oper-
ated by the Air Service. On Thursday morning, he
drove across town to Brooks Field to inspect the
flight line and facilities, and in the aftermoon he lec-
tured to the officers at nearby Fort Sam Houston.'?
Friday, February 9, saw the piece de resistance;
an assault by twenty-three DH-4Bs led by Mitchell
on a simulated convoy of trucks set upon a target
range located seven miles east of Laredo on the

AIR POWER .‘Hi.‘;taly / SUMMER 2007



(Abowve) An attack by the
S0th Attack Squadron on
the simulated truck train
during the Laredo Project,
February 9, 1923, Note the
three hits in the danger
2one. (Photo courtesy.
Mational Archives)

{Abowve right) A direct hit
on the numbaer six target
during the tests at Laredo,
Texas, February 9, 1923,

(Phato courtesy, Notioral
Archives )

THIS STORY
WAS FOR THE
PUBLIC ...
PRIVATELY,
MITCHELL
REPORTED ...
THAT THE
INSPECTION
AND AERIAL
REVIEW ON
THE FIRST
SATURDAY
MORNING
HAD
REVEALED
SERIOUS
PROBLEMS

Mexican border. The 3d Attack Group lost two air-
craft in accidents, but completed the maneuver suc-
cessfully, repeatedly striking every target, while an
audience “of thousands™?® witnessed their accuracy.
On Saturday morning, the attack group completed
the week with a bombing demonstration at Kelly
Field. During this exercise another aircraft
crashed.?! Mitchell departed on Saturday evening.
He was full of praise for San Antonio, for Kelly
Field, and for the 3d Attack Group: “I found here an
enthusiastic, well-trained command of officers and
men,” he told a newspaperman.®* And the San
Antonio Express featured Mitchell's particular
praise for the exercise at Laredo: “The problem was
carried out with precision and correctness and was
pronounced by the assistant air chief one of the
most difficult problems worked out by the service
in years.™®

This story was for the public. A different one lay
beneath this glossy veneer. Privately, Mitchell
reported to General Patrick that the inspection and
aerial review on the first Saturday moming had
revealed serious problems: “The Attack Group,” he
wrote, “is in very bad shape in every way; in the
command, operations, squadron organizations, and
supply.” He placed the primary blame on the com-
manding officer who was “entirely unfamiliar with
the handling of a tactical unit . . .” Fortunately, how-
ever, a veteran air leader, one of Mitchell’s protégés,
had recently taken command of the 10th School
Squadron at Kelly Field, the unit that conducted
advanced flying training for the Air Service. Maj.
Lewis H. Brereton had commanded the 12th Aero
Squadron and the Corps Observation Wing for
First US Army during World War I, eaming a DSC
during the St. Mihiel offensive. He finished the war
as Mitchell's operations officer and then served
under him in the Operations and Training Group
at Air Service headquarters in Washington follow-
ing the conflict.** “Louie” Brereton took command
of the 3d Attack Group on Monday, February 5, and
Mitchell spent much of the rest of the week helping
reorient the group, retrain it to use new methods of
operation, perfect its organization, and upgrade its
equipment. From Mitchell’s point of view, the aerial
displays described in the press as reviews and
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maneuvers were demonstrations that Brereton
was taking hold, and the 3d Attack Group was
learning its job.2

The most important of these events was the
February 9 exercise at Laredo. The target was a
simulated truck column of twelve vehicles caught
in a defile confining them to the road. The 3d
Attack Group flew from Kelly to Laredo, landed at
an air field outside the town for final orders, took
off and attacked the “convoy” with machine guns
and bombs, and then returmned to Kelly. The maneu-
ver, Mitchell reported to Patrick, was “lairly well
executed”; however, the ground echelon performed
poorly because it had never been taught its duties.
The actual aerial assault was excellent. Bombs and
machine gun fire hit every truck-size target, and
Mitchell was effusive: “I believe even with the way
the Group is organized now, no Mexican column
can move in the day time within 100 miles of where
this Group is stationed,” he wrote in his most belli-
cose style. “This includes railroad trains and boats
on the rivers, as well as columns of troops.™

In this version of events, Mitchell presented the
picture that his intervention was the critical factor
in the transformation of the 3d Attack Group from
a substandard unit to an effective combat com-
mand. The 3d Attack Group leaders agreed with
Mitchell’s assessment, reporting in the Air Service
News Letter for February 17 that significant
improvement had been made in the group's ability
to accomplish its mission:

The inclement weather has stopped practically all
flyving during the past week, giving the squadrons a
chance to prepare the different data and rectify the
mistakes found by General Mitchell on his recent
visit and inspection. These ideas are being worked
on and the group is steadily assuming the form of a
real attack group as laid down in regulations.

Others found the same result. On May 5, 1923,
following an inspection of the Attack Group, Maj.
Gen. Eli A. Helmick, Inspector General of the Army,
reported that the “systematic manner and rapidity
with which the warming up, the take-off and the
assembly in aerial formation of the entire com-
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(Top) Wreck of the De
Haviland DH-4B fiown by
Lt Frank T. Honsinger and
TSgt. James W. Kelly,
Laredo Project, February 9,
1923. (Photo courtesy A
Force Historical Research
Agency, Maxwol AFB, AL)

(Abowe) Wreck of the De
Havilland DH-48 flown by
L Hamy J. Martin and Sgt.
Waker S. Godecki, Kelly
Field Toxas, February 10,
1923, (Photo courtesy Ar
Force Historical Research
Agency, Mxowel AFB, AL)
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mand, composed of some 45 planes, were carried
out, indicated a very high degree of training and
discipline.™®

Underneath this success, however, lay still
another story that centered on the DH-4Bs, several
of which had been equipped with eight machine
guns, twice its standard armament. In its descrip-
tion of these aircraft, the San Antonio Express
reported that these were the first De Havillands so
heavily armed, but in reality efforts to up-gun the
aircraft had begun much earlier® In 1920 the
Engineering Department at McCook Field had
attempted to enhance the DH-4’s ground attack
capability. This variant retained the twin, synchro-
nized Marlin guns firing forward through the pro-
peller and the twin moveable Lewis guns on a
scarff ring firing to the rear. To these, the engineers
added two additional Marlin guns in the floor of the
pilot’s cockpit firing forward and down at about a
45 degree angle. A second pair of Lewis guns fired
down and to the rear through the observer’s cockpit
floor. In theory, as the DH—4 dived at a target the
pilot would fire his front pair of synchronized guns;

as the target disappeared under the airplane’s
nose, the pilot would raise the aireraft to horizontal
and fire the fixed guns angled forward and down;
as the aircrafl passed over the target the rear guns
in the floor would fire; and, finally, as the pilot
pointed the nose up and clawed for altitude, the
observer would resort to his guns firing over the
horizontal stabilizer.®

While some of the McCook Field-modified air-
craft may have been with the 3d Attack Group in
1923:*' most of the eight-gun DH-4Bs in the
February exercises were modified locally at the
specific direction of Billy Mitchell. Pilot Lt. George
H. Beverley later recounted that Mitchell loaded
the DH-4s with extra machine guns mounted
along side the fuselage and on the wings. A photo-
graph of a 90th Attack Squadron DH-4B equipped
with two pair of Lewis guns on the side of the fuse-
lage below the observer aimed down and forward,
an arrangement different from that tested at
McCook, validates Beverley's memory.®

The number of DH-4Bs so equipped is uncer-
tain. One account indicates that Kelly’s shops pre-
pared as many as fifteen ** Another account, which
describes the 8th Attack Squadron’s aircraft as
fully equipped with specdal equipment prescribed
for attack and bombardment, may or may not refer
to extra machine guns. The 26th Attack Squadron
furnished a flight of five DH-4Bs, but the arma-
ment carried was unspecified. The 90th Attack
Squadron mounted “arsenals” on three aircraft con-
sisting of eight machine guns and six .45 caliber
pistols! A photograph of five 90th DH-4Bs, sup-
ports this report. One aircraft definitely carries
additional machine guns, while two others appear
to have them, although the detail is too small to be
certain. Other Kelly organizations contributed to
the 3d Attack Group's air strength. The 60th
Service squadron furnished two DH-4Bs equipped
with bomb racks, machine guns, and a radio, while
the 10th School Squadron dispatched a Martin
NBS-1 bomber to ferry supplies. Two DH-4Bs
from the 22nd Photo Section airplanes accompa-
nied the attack formation to Laredo and “took
many good photographs”* Several of the squa-
drons worked all night preparing their aircraft for
the exercise.®®

On February 9, 1923, Mitchell led the 3d Attack
Group south to Laredo. The formation landed at an
air field near the town, the airmen reviewed the
attack plans for last minute changes, and then the
aircraft took off for the target range to the east. Lt.
Lotha A. Smith led the first flight of five DH—4Bs;
Lt. Amold H. Rich had the second position behind
Smith. Two aircraft in the formation carried tele-
phones, radios, and bomb racks. The other three
carried eight machine guns. At this point, existing
published accounts diverge. The Air Service News
Letter reported that Lieutenant Rich crashed over
the target from an altitude of sixty feet. He was
bruised, but his observer, Private Dryden, was seri-
ously injured both internally and externally.®® The
San Antonio Express, on the other hand, reported
that Rich hooked a wing on a derrick near Laredo
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Maj, Gen. Mason M.
Patrick, Chief of the Al
Service, on the keft, and
Brig. Gen. Willlam “Bily”
Mitchell, Assistant Chiel.

MITCHELL
REPORTED
ON THE TWO
FATAL
CRASHES TO
GENERAL
PATRICK
IMMEDIATELY
FOLLOWING
THE SECOND
ACCIDENT
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after starting for the target range. Rich ended up
with a black eye while Dyer wrenched his back and
cut his chin. ¥ In any case, worse followed quickly.

The five-ship formation from the 90th Attack
Squadron approached the simulated truck convoy
at about 1:42 in the afternoon.® The air was clear
and the wind light. Lt. Frank T. Honsinger and
TSgt. James W. Kelly flying one of the eight-gun
DH-4Bs were on their second pass when the air-
plane went out of control, crashed, and burned
about a mile southeast of the target range. Both
men died in the blaze. Another pilot, Lt. Byron E.
Gates reported that Honsinger was making an
extremely steep bank to get into attack position
when the aircraft nosedived into the ground and
instantly burst into flames. Despite the crash, the
maneuvers continued through to their conclusion,
and the remaining aircraft flew back to Kelly
Field ®

The next day a five-ship formation from the 8th
Attack Squadron bombed and strafed at Kelly
Field No. 2 observed by Mitchell and Maj. Gen.
Edward M. Lewis, Commander of the Eighth Corps
Area. The weather was poor. The aircraft took offin
V-formation and went to 125 feet, a ceiling estab-
lished by low-lying clouds. As they manecuvered
into a single-file attack formation preparatory to
bombing their target, Lt. Lawrence J. Car, in the
fourth aireraft in line, saw the last DH-4B stall
with its wings almost vertical. It then spun,
crashed, and caught fire. Lt. Harry J. Martin died
instantly, but his back-seater, Sgt. Walter S.
Godecki, may have survived. A soldier who rushed
to the wreck reported that he heard cries for help

seconds before the aircraft and its occupants
burned.®

AIR POWER ﬂi@tmy / SUMMER 2007

]
r
- i
-

]
F /
e N ' SEE
-‘ ¥ v - -‘..

R

ok "

Mitchell reported on the two fatal crashes to
General Patrick immediately following the second
accident. At Laredo, he was in the air less than 100
yards from the aircraft that crashed, the result, he
said, of a straight stall. The second crash was also
a stall, he informed Patrick. Mitchell’s first thought
was of the fuel tanks, since both aircraft bumed.
The Air Service needed tanks that would not
explode, and Mitchell recommended installation of
special fuel pumps, the addition of fire proof cover-
ing, and positioning the fuel tank where it would
not spill gasoline over the engine during a crash.
Mitchell was also concerned about the DH-4B’s
tendency to stall. He pointed out that the thick can-
tilever wing found in Fokker aircraft had a more
forgiving stall than provided by the thin airfoil of
the De Havilland, thus giving the pilot better
opportunity to recover air speed.*!

Lastly, Mitchell turned his aitention to the
armament. Both aireraft in the fatal crashes car-
ried eight-gun batteries, and Mitchell sought to
allay any concern that the weight of the additional
guns and ammunition and the aerodynamic effects
of hanging them outside the fuselage was a prob-
lem. Shortly after arriving, he had flown one of the
eight-gun DH-4Bs himself, Mitchell reported to
Patrick, and “its air worthiness was entirely satis-
factory to me; that is as far as a transformed D.H.
goes. . . . I could notice no difference in the flying of
the ship with the eight gun installation, myself™*?
He went on to acknowledge, however, that the posi-
tion of the guns might have affected aircraft per-
formance and directed that the question be thor-
oughly investigated "=

As for the investigations, the first accident was
the nonfatal crash and if an accident report was
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Brig. Gen. Billy Mitchel's
personal De Haviliand DH—
481. (Pholo courtesy
Notional Archives)

TWO OF THE
PILOTS ...
PLACED THE
BLAME FOR
THE
ACCIDENTS
AND DEATHS
ON BILLY
MITCHELL

12

prepared, it has failed to survive. The limited docu-
mentation that exists reflects a concern with the
status of the DH-4B itself. Apparently, on the day
before the accident, Lt. Charles H. Robinson of the
26th Attack Squadron had flown the aircraft to
Laredo and reported it to be extremely “wing
heavy” He was assigned another aircraft, but for
some reason the flying officer allowed Licutenant
Rich to fly the airplane, though it should have been
tagged “out of commission.” The correspondence
concluded that “the officer in charge of flying had
committed a grave error in permitting the plane to
be flown after receiving an adverse report.” Wing
heaviness would have been a problem at low alti-
tude, especially in a tumn, but apparently Rich’s
failure to see a derrick caused the accident.

Neither report on the two fatal crashes
addressed the question of the impact that the addi-
tional machine guns might have had on the flight
characteristics and handling of the aircraft. Both
blamed the dead pilots. The report on Honsinger
determined that the pilot “lost control of his plane
and dove into the ground.™® That on Martin stated
that the aircraft stalled from an altitude of between
100 and 150 feet and went into a tail spin. The
crash, it concluded, was the result of “an error in
Judgment or faulty pilotage.™*®

In his letter to Patrick, Mitchell anticipated
these results, but he also seems to have realized
that he may have asked too much from the 3d
Attack Group pilots. He acknowledged the dangers
of the type of low-level mission the 3d Attack Group
was required to fly and emphasized the need for
capable pilots. “Of course if a pilot noses a loaded
ship up in a turn it is going to stall and if he stalls
near the ground he is going to have a crash,” he
stated. “The only safeguards against this is [sic]
good pilotage.™ And in another passage he added
that “a loaded ship requires good handling and
these pilots have not had very much experience in
that sort of work.™*

Still one more layer of this story exists. Two of
the pilots at Kelly Field, Lieutenant Beverley, men-
tioned above, and Lt. Orval R. Cook—and, if the lat-
ter's memory can be relied upon, other flyers from
the 3d Attack Group—placed the blame for the
accidents and deaths on Billy Mitchell. According
to their version of events, a combination of inexpe-
rienced pilots, unfamiliar tactics, the modified
DH-4Bs, and Mitchell’s hubris led to the disastrous
loss of aircraft and life.

Cook was a recent graduate of the flying school
at Brooks Field assigned to the 10th School
Squadron. In addition to taking advanced flying
training, he also had an extra duty as the assistant
engineering officer in charge of the engine overhaul
shops. The aircraft and flying equipment, Cook
remembered, were in poor mechanical condition
because of the inexperience of the maintenance
personnel and the persistent lack of funds.*® Cook
also confirmed Mitchell's view that the pilots
assigned to the 3d Attack Group were largely inex-
perienced, and many of the newcomers were
unused to flying close to the ground at altitudes
between 100 and 150 feet.™ Beverley, a veteran
instructor pilot with the 10th School Squadron who
had transferred to the 3d Attack Group, recalled
that Mitchell loaded the DH-4s with extra ma-
chine guns mounted along side the fuselage and on
the wings, which interfered with the slip stream,
blanketing the elevator and rudder and reducing
the aircraft's maneuverability, especially in a
dive ™

Further, during the briefing on the tactics to be
used for the exercise, Mitchell had intervened, com-
plaining that the group’s standard tactics would be
useless under real combat conditions. He took over
the briefing, lecturing the pilots on the “proper”
altitudes and tactics to use and peremptorily order-
ing the 3d Attack Group to carry them out. As a
result, according to Beverley and Cook, the three
aircrafl were lost and four airmen killed trying to

AIR POWER .‘Histmy / SUMMER 2007



Maj. Lewis H. Brereton,
Commander of the 3rd
Artack Group thanks to
Billy Michell's interven-
tion, was a highly deco-
rated veteran of Word War
L

UNDOUBT-
EDLY,
THOUGH, A
MEMORABLE
DEGREE OF
ANTI-
MITCHELL
BELLY-
ACHING
TOOK PLACE
IN THE 30D
ATTACK
GROUP

do maneuvers they had not been trained to do and
which Mitchell had ordered at the last minute.®

The reaction of these two pilots, especially that
of Cook, was reminiscent of the testimony that
Howard Rath would present two years later during
Mitchell’s court martial. Both men clearly blamed
Mitchell for the losses, and according to Cook, the
deaths almost caused a mutiny within the 3d
Attack Group.®® Cook was interviewed some fifty-
one years after the events described, and, while it
is clear that Mitchell's actions made a deep impres-
sion that stayed with him, he probably overstated
the degree of pilot reaction. Military pilots, profes-
sionals, grumble and complain, but almost never
mutiny or revolt. Undoubtedly, though, a memo-
rable degree of anti-Mitchell bellyaching took place
in the 3d Attack Group.

Published and unpublished accounts document-
ing the Laredo Project make it clear that while
pilot error may have been a critical factor, several
elements were actually at work. It seems clear, for
one, that despite Mitchell's denial, the additional
machine guns mounted outside the fuselage had a
critical impact on the flight characteristics of the
DH-4B, severely affecting the aireraft's maneuver-
ability. Lieutenant Beverley’s description appears
to be correct. The extra guns and their mounts
interfered with the slip stream and blanketed the
elevator and rudder, a condition that especially
affected control in a turn when lift was reduced and
made the aircraft delicate to handle. Additionally,
though not mentioned in any sources, the weight of
the battery of extra guns and ammunition—a total
of at least 150 pounds, or the weight of an addi-
tional man—placed several feet behind the air-
craft’s center of gravity probably made the De
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Havilland even more tail heavy than normal,
increasing the sensitivity of the aircraft longitudi-
nally and adding to its propensity to stall. Finally,
the extemally mounted guns would have added
drag to the equation, further reducing the aircraft’s
performance.

An experienced pilot could deal with these char-
acteristics. Mitchell, as noted, found the modified
DH-4B air worthy and entirely satisfactory;
although, he had added the caveat “that is as far as
a transformed D.H. goes” But many of the 3d
Attack Group pilots were inexperienced and
uncomfortable flying close to the ground. Rich's
non-fatal crash was probably the result of inexperi-
ence, certainly it showed inattentiveness. As for the
dead pilots. Martin had only eamed his wings in
1921 and had just 165 hours of flying time. He was
considered an average pilot and was not authorized
to instruct others.™ Honsinger, on the other hand,
was a veleran. From May 1918 through May 1920
he had served as a Student Officer and Assistant
Officer in Charge of Flying at Langley Field,
Virginia. He then joined the 9th Aero Squadron at
Fresno, California, and flew Forest Fire Patrol.
Following a refresher course at Carlstrom Field,
Florida, he conducted Advanced Observation train-
ing at Post Field, Oklahoma, before transferring to
Kelly Field in January 1923.%

The exercise conditions apparently contributed
to the tragedy. First, Mitchell ordered the modifica-
tions made at the last minute and little if any time
existed for the aircrews to develop familiarity with
the reconfigured aircraft and, especially, with its
flight characteristics at low altitude. Further,
Mitchell changed the parameters of the maneuvers
at the last minute and ordered the aircrews to do
things they had not trained to do. Mitchell took
over the mission briefing, complaining that the
group’s standard tactics would be useless under
real combat conditions. He then briefed the pilots
on the proper altitudes and tactics and perempto-
rily ordered the 3d Attack Group to carry them out
though the pilots had no time to familiarize them-
selves with the procedures. To Beverley and Cook,
these last minute changes were a prelude to
tragedy.

To give Mitchell credit, on the other hand, it was
part of his responsibility to ensure that operational
training was as realistic as conditions allowed. An
air force that fails to train as it will fight is bound
to be a less effective one, and its losses in combat,
at least initially, will be higher than a force that has
made every effort to practice under realistic condi-
tions. This is the presumption that would later
guide the Cold War operational training conducted
by Strategic Air Command units, the reasoning
behind the establishment of Red Flag, and the con-
cept that guides training in today's Air Force.
Victory and the fewest combat losses go to the best
prepared.

Perhaps the strangest element in the Laredo
Project disaster to modern airmen is the equanim-
ity with which the losses during the Laredo project
were accepted. There was little protest within the
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service, and no public outery despite some colorful
newspaper coverage. Both Cook and Beverley had
lost faith in Billy Mitchell, who they blamed in
large measure, and apparently the pilots of the 3d
Attack Group showed a severe reaction to the acci-
dents and deaths, as noted above, but only hints of
this kind of response exist. The incident seems to
have been quickly forgotten. The loss of three air-
craft and four men appears to have been an accept-
able price of operations and of the evaluation of
new equipment and tactics.

Finally, it s completely speculation, but could
this incident have come back to haunt Billy
Mitchell during the 1925 court-martial? As
Douglas Waller details in A Question of Loyalty,
the US. Army prosecution team conducted a thor-
ough and extensive search for information that
might be used to discredit Mitchell. The team

attempted to leave no stone unturned. But for
some reason, the prosecution either failed to recog-
nize or to exploit the loss of the aircraft and men
during the Laredo Project, and that was fortunate
for the defendant. An account of peacetime rather
than wartime losses might have appeared more
damning to the court and thus more useful to a
prosecution committed to discrediting Mitchell,
presuming that any of the airmen involved would
have testified against him. Cook, despite having
been a new pilot in 1923, might have provided
effective testimony. In his words spoken years
later: “I kind of revised my impression of Mitchell
at the time. Just that one occasion, and I did see
one of the accidents, so it made an impression on
me. At that time, I thought that he was pretty arro-
gant and unreasonable.”™ &
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