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Among the early types
the airship hanqar to

Lang ley Fie ld rvas
above the fin of

the SE-5 such as this one,
the p lane. (Rfroto - Mer le

perched on the qrass field with
0lmsted Col lection)

to fly from
be seen just

and secured experimental stations elsewhere. For a
short period their departure left the NACA as the rlain
party interested in the field. However, when the rnarch
of world events plunged a badly prepared United States
into a bloody European War in Apri I 19]'7, the Arnry re-
newed its interest in the field and soon began nroving
aviation uni ts into Langley Field. The fi rst to be as-
signed was the 5th Aviation School, soon renamed the
ll9tfr Aero Squadron. For the next three years, unit
arrivals, departures and redesignations tool. place at
an eve r i nc reas i ng tempo .

Maj or act iv i t ies at the f ie ld dur ing the war rvere
a photo school, organized in Novenrber 1917, an aerial
photographers and observers school and, a I ittle later,
a pi lots school. Because of a slow start, however,
Langley Field played only a minor, contributing rol I in
the U.S. l/orld War I air arm. lt has been dif f icult to
trace information on types of ai rcraft assiqned to the
field during the war, but the few photos avai lable in-
dicate that the majority were the ubiqui tous Curtiss
JN-4, used in al I schools requiring aircraft. lt was
not until after I/f{ | that the great and interestinq
variety of machines began to appear.

The physical layout of Langley Field has changeo
I ittle since its earl iest days partly because of its
location which finds it surrounded, roughly ttn t\vo
sides, by water. The main gaE to the field is reached
across a one-half mi le bridge and is on the southeast
s ide. From the entrance c i rc le, t ree l ine.d Drrdcl B lvd.
leads northeast past the of f icers quarters, headqr,rarters
with the Army hangars just beyond them, and on tcr the
NACA area. Th i s ma in bou levard was narled for a former

Langley Field f9l7 r lg45
BY MSgt MERLE OLMSTED, USAF

l.{hen Maj or John C . Barthof f , U. S. Army S igna I Corps ,arrived on the Virginia peninsula, near Hampton, in late
June of l917 , he must have found a depress i ng s i tuat i on.
The'rAviation Experimental Station and proving Groundr,,
of which he was to be the first commanding ofiicer, had
had a series of troubles since its inception in mid-1916.
Preparation of the land and construction of faci I ities
for the new station had proceeded in spurts with a great
amount of friction and disagreement between the conrrac-
tors ' the eng i neers and the Army, wh i ch was respons i b I e
for construction. Al I this, along with the ever present
mud of airfield building, must have left Major Barthoff
less than enamored with his new commano.

Langley Field, as the station was offici al lv named
on / August 1917, owed its birth to the Nationai Advis-
ory Committee on Aeronautics. The NACA was first pro-
posed by Dr. charles wolcott, secretary of the smithson-
ian Institution, but did not become an operatinq orqan-
ization until mid-1915 when president ty'oodro* Wil.oi
signed legislation approving its formation. lts objec-
tives were to conduct research on aeronautica.l subjects
and make the resulting information avai lable to industry,
the mi I itary services and other interested parties.

During l9l6 it was decided that the instailation the
NACA was to occupy would also serve as a station for Army
and Navy experimental work. I t was therefore obvious
that fairly extensive facilities would be required, anda number of large sites along the eastern seaboard were
investigated. Final ly, the one near Hampton and Newport
News, Vi rg i n i a was se I ected .

Into 1917, construction of the new field proqressed
so slowly that the Army and the Navy tired of waitino
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pL)sI colr ran(11-l-, Col. Dodd, \vho lvas killed in the crash
.r1-a DH-4 in 1919. Alonq the. r.raterrs edge v/as a boat
hor.t s.- (still in usc today) and a seaplane hangar. Be-
s id.' th..i'r, thc c'rr iq ina i NACA f ac i I i t ies !.rere construct-
.'d, inclr-rdinq thc'ir lirst, five-foot lvind tunnel, buiit
in 1920. 0ther r'rinrl tunnels ivere constructed in the
nLrxt l5 ),.rars inclLrdinct a full scale unit urhich would
hancj lr- sincl 1c enqinc aircraft and, in 1935, a high speed
tunnt- l 0nc. o f thc nros t f anrous resu I ts of these tunne ls
\ias thtr dcvc lopr',e.nt o I the NACA cor.r I for rad ia I eng i nes .

Since thc Iatc 1920s, continual beauti fication has
;:tacic LanqlL-VrS Olcl section a,lroSt attractive area, and
r)d r! r) l- i ts shops, hangars, quarters and other bu i ld ings
havc changecl I ittle over the last 30 to 40 years. Be-
yond, thc ccnter of the base forrrs the fly.i ng field
rvhich \./as entirel;r grass unti I 0ctober of l!16, rvhen run-
way cons t ruct i on began.

0n thc r',,cst side oI the f ie]d a lighter-than-air
(LTA) area \.ias cstablished and an airship hangar built
in 19.l9. For a nur:rber oI years this hangar housed many
di fFc.rent typcs of captivc and free bal loons, and air-
ships ranging in sizc 1'ron the Ronra on dor.,rn to the smal-
lc.st airships of thc day. In the tr^rilight of its exist-
cnce, it vras r-r sed as an aircraf t repair shop, f inally be-
inq torn dor.rn in 1947. Additional off icer and NC0 quar-
tcrs vrcrc built in this area, and expansion of NACA fac-
ilities in 1939 resultcd in still further construction
in this ircst ar-ea. During b/W ll, the f ield expanded tu
thc southr'.,c:st into vrhat is linor'rn as the Shellbanl. Area.

\,'/i th thc cnd o I b/or ld Vlar | , Lanq icy Fie ld absorbed
a cl rcat nrany Air Scrvicc units, thc,'raiority of r.rhich

DcHav i I arrrl DH-4 s hr,i, i 1-1 .,

vat ion Sqrraci ron, a blacl.
bacl..rlr,rrrntl. (Ph,rlo - Ol

were either disbanded immediately or consol idated with
other units as their personnel returned to civilian
I i fe. This general re-shuffl ing continued throughout.|919, but three units which arrived managed to escape
the axe and were to become important residents on the
Virginia peninsula.

The fi rst of these was the 74th Aero Squadron which
came to the base on l/ June 1919. In September it was
redes i gnated tfre 88tn Aero Squadron (Observat ion) , ac-
qui ri ng the designation and battle honors of the 88th
Corps 0bservation Squadron which had been in action in
Europe continuously from May l9l8 unti I the Armistice
and fl ew Sopwi th | 1 /2 Strutters and I ater Salmsons wi th
the 3rd Corps 0bservation Group, AEF. During its two
years at Langley it operated DH-4s (as did the majority
of Air Service units), and its insignia was a black
roughrider astride a bucking bronco with an orange
circle background. During the ship bombing trials,
the 88th participated as a I ight bombardment squadron.
ln 0ctober of 1921 its personnel were transferred to
the 50th 0bservat ion Squadron, and the un i t was reas-
s i gned to For t Knox .

The 50th 0bservation Squadron was another outfit
with a distinguished, although short, battle record in
France. I t arrived back in the U. S. from Europe early
in May 1919, and after discharging most of its members
at the Aviation Concentration Camp at Garden City, Long
lsland, it vras assigned to Scott Field, lllinois. In
0ctober 1919, i t was reorganized at Langley and was to
remain there unti I the Spring of l!2/ when it would de-
part for Brooks Fi e I d, Texas, tal<i ng the 20th Photo Sec-
tion vrith it. During its stay at Langley it operated

DeHavi land DH-48 of the 50th
loriing a hard landing. The

a i rc ra ft i n Novembe r 1924 .

0bservat ion Squadron fol -
Squadron had nine of these
(ehoto - 0lmsted Col lection)

;r.*. :

Curtiss JNS Jenny of the 50th 0bservation Squadron with
G- I target g I i der fi tted to i ts upper wi ngs dur i ng the
earlv pirt of 1925. (Rhoto - John Brogan)

th.. in-cicinia of thc
roucl h ricle.r on an

'rstcd Collrction)

88th 0bser-
oranqe circle

0n,'oi- st'vt'r-al CLr rtiss J:nni.-s assi,.tncd to the 50th 0b-
SL,r-VaLion Srtrracl r-or.r in tlrc r-arl,v l92Os rras the Hisso pot^i-

t'r-ocl A.S. 23532 or 23592. (Phot,r - 0lrrsted Collection)
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prilrarily rvith DH-48s. In November l9Z4 it had nine
DH-4Bs (six of rvhich r.rere anred and equipped r,vith radio),
onc Fol.l<er C0-4, an airu;ays DH-48 and trvo JN-4s. The
Jennies \,vere interesting as they rvere equipped rvith G-l
target g I iders f i tted to the i r upper r,.r ings and rnade a
number of successful air launches in early 1925. The
Squadron had been partially re-equipped ',rith Douglas
0-2s at the tinre it transferred to Brooks.

Like nrost other Air Service units, the 50th r.ras bad-
ly understrength during the l92Os. The Annual Report of
the Chief of Air Service for fiscal 1925 shorved it to
have eight of its nine authorized pilots, br-r t none of its
authorized nine observers. This acute shortage of obser-
vers was general throughor,rt the service, only a total of
30 bcing assigned against an authorized strength of 254
for the eight borrbardnrent, trvo attacli and l4 observat ion
squaorons.

Th i rd un i t to arr i ve dur i ng the fi rst year of peace
\vas the l9tf' Balloon Conrpany r^rhich r,vas destined to nral<e
Langley its honre for l5 years. Although it had been in
France, it had arrived too late for action, had returned
fieme, rvas disbanded and then reorqanized at Langiey
Field on 24 July 1919. lts cor,rinq rlade Langley an im-
portant Arnry LTA center until the nrarch of aviation dev-
elopnrent rendered the airship obsolete. Although German
Llse of the Zeppelin durinq \.{W i had achieved only lirrrit-
ed success, both the U. S. Navy and the U. S. Arnry r^rere
convinced that the airship tvas to be an inrportant nili-
tary rleapon, and the dynanric General Wi i i ian "Bi l ly'l
Mitcht l l exerted considerable effort in this direction.
Even though the Army rvas denied the opportunity to ac-
qui re and operate the biq rigids, by an agreement be-

Page !

tween the i{ar and Navy Departmen ts, i t d i d concentrate
on the smal I non-rigid ship which had been used quite
successful ly by the British during the late war.

The Army, however, did acqui re one large, long range
airship ',vith the purchase of the 410 foot, ltalian-built
Roma. Del ivered to Langley and assembled there in l9Zl,
it made three reasonably successful fl ights in the fal I

of that r7ear. The s i x 450 hp Ansa I do eng i nes proved
hopelessly unreliable, howeven, and it was decided to
replace them wi th Liberty engines as soon as possible.
In early December the ship was to fly to Boi I ing Field
for the formal christening ceremony, but on the day
scheduled, the weather was quite cold, and although the
crelvs exerted maximum effort, the Ansaldo engines re-
s i sted a I I efforts to get them started. After four hours
of strenuous effort four engines were running, but the
two a ft eng i nes never d i d start and the operat i on was
cance 1 I ed.

0n the 2lst of December, Roma f inally nrade it to
Bolling for the christening, but rnost of the flight was
made r^r i th var ious eng ines dead. Af ter th i s f 1 ight she
rerrra ined in her hangar wh i le the Ansa ldos were rep I aced
r,vith Liberty engines. The test hop with the new power
plants canre on 2l February 1922 with the lgth providing
the crelv for the Roma along r^rith some members of the
Airship School Detachment. In al l, there was a normal
cre\,v of i! aboard, plus 26 passengers, some of whom were
aboard for technical reasons--a large number of non-
essenti al passengers for a major test hop. During the
test, the envelop nose cap failed backr^rards, and Roma
plunged into high tension wires near Norfolk. There
r,./ere only eleven survivors f rom the crash and f ire.

Thomas Morse Scout and a

i al bomb at the entrance
1920s. (ef,oto - Olmsted

I 33- i nch I ong, 1 500
to Langley Field in
Col lection)

nnrrnd rar-

the ear ly
Among the many visitors to come to Langley across the
years were Genera I Doug I as MacArthur Ir] and a Curt i ss
PI/-8 of the lTth pursuit Squadron. (0lmsted Col I . )

Starting the engine of an SE-5 was a teamwork job al-
though the "team" attending this one is considerably
larger than normal. (ehoto - 0lmsted Col lection)

SE-5s at Langley urere also
wh ich were al tached tr;r thc
lage as seen here, 3 June
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used to carry smal I bombs
ai rcraft beneath the fuse-

]1921. (Otmsted Col tection)
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A Douglas 0-2, serial number 25-368, in the hangar at
Langley on I4 September 1926 and carrying the insignia
of the Air Corps Tactical School. (efroto - NACA)

Fol lowing thi s tragedy, the Army tried once more
wi th the semi -ri gid type, the RS-l . Years of effort
and a great deal of money were spent on this ship, but
it was a continual disappointment, and i ts relationship
with Langley Field was slight. For the next ll years
the l9th Airship Squadron remained an active part of
the Langley fami ly, and i ts non-rigid ai rships were a

familiar sight along the east coast until the l9ttr
transferred to Sunnyvale, Cal i fornia in November 1935.

With the experience of iJW I as a guide, the expon-
ents of air power saw the need for a school to train
officers in the efficient use of mi I itary aviation.
Such a school was authorized by the Secretary of War in
July 1920. First cal led the Air Service Field 0fficers
School, later the Ai r Service Tactical School and final-
ly the Air Corps Tactical School, it began operation at
Langfey at the end of 0ctober 1920. The School remained
at Langley unti I crowded conditions forced it to be mov-
ed to Maxwell Field, Alabama in July 1931. Before its
move, it played quite an important role in the tactical
development of the service and the proper use of the
four branches of the air arm--pursuit, bombardment, ob-
servation and attack. At fi rst there was no flying in-
struction involved as al I students were rated pi lots.
From 1922 on, however, the school had aircraft assigned
to i t, and many of them carr i ed the schoo I marki ngs,
ASTS (later ACTS) in a shield. A photo taken by the
20th Photo Section in May 1923 provides us with an ex-
ample of the types in use. This "fami ly portrait" in-
cludes six DH-4s, one JN-4, four SE-!s, two Spads, a

Fokker D-7 and an MB-3. ln later years, egUipment was
the same as used i n servi ce squadrons, Curt i ss P- I s,
Douglas 0-2s, etc. As far as is known no bombers lvere
assigned, the school uti I izing those of the 2nd Bombard-
ment Group.

In the l0 years of operation at Langley, the Ai r
Corps Tactical School graduated 195 men, nine of whom

became generals during the Second t/orld I/ar.

During the years, a fascinating array of ai rcraft
types have operated into and out of Langley Field, and
it al 1 began six months after the Armistic. 0n l0 May

l9l9 a Liberty Loan ral 1y and aerial ci rcus took place,
and somel0,000 people attended even though it rained
al I day. There were parachute jumps from bal loons, and
Lt. (later General) Harold George was on hand with a

Sopwith Camel to make simulated bal loon attacks. He

also bombed, with live bombs, a battery of German 77 nn
guns. The ci rcus was repeated the fol lowing day and

another l0,OOO people attended. The purchase of a S.l,000
bond al lowed the buyer to ride in a bal loon or a bomber,
and there were twelve such purchases.

In mid-June, another aerial ci rcus and athletic con-
test was held, and three more Sopwith Camels came down

The f irst production. Curtiss P-l Havrl<, serial nurnbcr
25-411, came to a moment of grief vrhile serving vrith
the ACTS at Langley Field. (ehoto - Olmsted Coll.)

fron the Rich,nond Supply Depot For the occasion. (There
is some doubt that so many Camels ',.,rere in the U. S. and
photos or confirmation is still sought - author.) On

this day a tragic accident occurred vrith an interesting
ai rcraft type. Whi le engaged in mock conrbat over the
base, Ensign Charles Hanmon, USN, !^/as killed vrhen he
lost control of his red and green ltal ian Macchi Chasse
boat, spun in and crashed in the circle at the base en-
trance. Accord ing to the loca I newspapers, Hamnron lvas
part of a Navy detachment of ll0 men at Langley r.rho

urere conducting some type of experiments with battlc-
sh ips.

Probably the best known of al I events in Langley
history were the spectacular ordnance trials of July
1921, the famed ship bombing trials. The overal I story
is too wel I known to repeat here, but son'e comments on
f he l:nnlerr qcone arF norf inenf

General Mitchell was determined to prove his points
in regard to ai rcraft and seacraft and made every effort
to assemble sufficient strength to prove the superiori ty
of the former over the latter. The lst and !th 0bserva-
tion Squadrons from Mitchel Field, New York, and the
49th and 95th Bombardment Squadrons frorn Kelly Field,
Texas, u/ere brought in and added to the lst Provisional
Ai r Br igade. Accord ing to Av iat ion rnagaz ine for that
Spring of 1921, there were 20 SE-5s, 40 DH-4s, 21 Martin
bombers, 5 Handley Page bombers, 5 Caproni bombers, 20
flying boats and a few airships. Although the strength
reports have not come to light, most of those aircraft
I isted appear to have been present except for the Hand-
ley Page and Caproni machi nes. There ivere three of the
former on hand that tool< part in the bonrbing, but only
one Caproni has been confirnred, probably serial number
40070 which flew down from McCook on 4 June. As near as
can be determi ned, i t took no part i n the trial s.

The Martin bombers, which were to be the big punch,
were brand new and had just come off the production I ine
at Martin's Cleveland plant. By mid-March, two of these
MB-2s had been del ivered to Langley, some l6 or l8 more
being on hand by July. In addi tion, there was at least
one of the old Martin GMB machines available. This was
Air Service serial number 54308, an ex-air nrail aircraft
and one which was to become quite fanrous in years to
come-- i n 1923, wi th 49th Bomb Squadron marki ngs, i t won
its class at the National Air Races at St. Louis and re-
peated the victory in 1924 at Dayton.

0n l0 March, another odd shape r,vas added to the ai r
space over Langley, the one and only LWF Ovrl. The Lang-
l"y Field Times for l2 March 1921 noted its arrival by

stating that it was the largest plane in the United
States and added,'rThe plane appears to be of equal
size to the i I l-fated Johns Multiplane except that this
outf it actually f lies and is not just good to lool< at."
(The unsuccessful, but startling, Johns Multiplane is

A.A.H.S. JOURNAL



During the mid-1920s, two Loening Ai r yachts were as-
signed to Langley Field with the first beins serial
number 23-6. (enoto - Major Fred Retter)

one of the most elusive of the early aircraft. lts
presence at Langley is known, but little else.) Like
the Caproni, the 0wl apparently took no part in the
bombing trials.

During the bonrbing of the ships, which entai leC con-
siderable over water flying, at least three aircraft
were lost--a Handley Page which ditched at sea, one of
the new MB-2s, and the Army airship D-2. The latter two
both made landfal I before crashlanding along the shore,
and crews of al I three survived the crashes.

Unl ike most Army air bases, Langley had a long as-
sociation with flying boats and amphibians. Another
part of General Mitchel lrs air brigade for the bombing
trials was the lst Provisional Survei I lance Squadron
equipped with F-5-t- f lying boats. lt was used for
scouting and, along wi th the ai rships, for rescue work.
fy'e know, also, that an Army man, Sgt. Biggerstaff, !./as
struck by a propei ler when he cl imbed out of the cock-
pit during a takeoff run in one of these machines. Al-
though badly injured, he apparently survived. The F-!-Ls
of the lst Provisional surveillance Squadron are mention-

raqe /

ed in General Mitchel I's report, but these Army F-!-Ls
have been very elusive to track down and no photos of
them have yet come to light.

Another rare type of flying boat assigned to Langley
Field was the Loening Air Yacht, at least two of which
were in use during the rnid-1920s. These were Air Ser-
vice serial numbers 23-6 and 24-1, but what their mis-
sion was is not known. The Loening COA-l Spoonbi I I was
fairly common, the first one being del ivered on 2l Sep-
tembe r 1925 by Lt . C. C. McDona I d and Grover Loen i ng.
l n January 1926, Lt. McDona l d set four wor l d seap l ane
records at Lang I ey i n one of these COA- I s.

Adcjing non-aeronautical spice to Langley Field his-
tory, and possibly a commentary on Army pay scales of
the day, was the daring robbery by two men of the 58th
Service Squadron. Heavily armed, Corporals John l{ood
and James Harvey held up the base finance officer on
30 January 1923 and rel ieved him of the S4j,O0O payrol l.
Caught within hours, both men were court martialed and
sentenced to l0 years in a government pri son.

The years between wars saw the domi nan t ro I e of
Langley Field to be in bombardment aviation, and it was
surely the cradle, i F not the birthplace, of the U. S.
heavy bomber. Beginning in 1922, and for 20 years
thereafter, the story of Langley and that of the 2nd
Bonrbardment Group are inseparable. The 2nd Group was
a descendant of the old lst Day Bombardment Group of
the AEF and arrived at Langley from Kel ly Field in June
1922. Composed of the I lth, 20th, 49th and 96th Bonrb
Squadrons, i t absorbed the personnel and ai rcraft of the
l4th Bomb Squadron and was eguipped with the new Martin
bombers. Duri ng most of the 1 920s, the 49th Squaoron
was on detached serv i ce at Aberdeen Prov i ng Grounds,
Maryland, but returned to its hone base in January lgZB
to help fi I I the gap left by the departure of the I lth
Sguadron. This unit had transferred without aircraft
eight months previously to [orm the core of the new 7th
Bomb Group at March Field, California.

The 2nd Bomb Group had had its new Martin bornoers
less than a year before one lvas involved in a tragic
iow altitutde col I ision with a Fokker D-7. lt was the
6th of December 1922. A formation of five bombers led
by Capt. Benton Doyle in an llth Squadron nrachirre had

"&e
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The Fokke r D-7 i nvo I ved
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the tragic lour altitude collision tvith a Martin Bonrbcr, 5 Decenrber 1922. (0lnrsted Coll. )
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just taken off and were climbing out, still at a low
altitude. The Fokker D-7 had been landing on an approx-
imately paral lel course with the bombers, and the pi lot
apparent I y had not seen them unt i I th i s moment. When

he did notice the bomber, he opened up his throttle
and took off again, making a cl imbing turn to the left,
across the nose of the Number 2 aircraft, and struck
the fuselage of the leading Martin near the wing trai l-
ing edge. Both ai rcraft fel I to the ground and burned,
killing the five man crew of the bomber and the pilot
of the Fokker. I/itnesses felt that the f ighter pilot
had seen only part of the formation of bombers, Capt.
Doylers machine being obscured by his top wing during
the climbing turn. The Air Service accident report is
unusual in that the name of the Fokker pi lot is not
mentioned and the serial number of the bomber is not
given. Names and serial numbers of the enlisted men

of the bomber crew are given, however. From other
sources it has been found that the pi lot of the D-7
was Major Guy Gearhardt. Another interesting aspect
of this accident is the fact that the Fokker appears
to have been in its original German paint job, crosses
and al l, four years after the end of the war.

Another col I ision, but wi th a happier ending, took
place on l0 May 1926. Two SE-5s collided while engaged
in practice attacks on a bomber. Both aircraft were re-
duced to junk on impact with the ground, but Majors
Hi ckam and Geiger both bai led out successful ly. Today,
major Air Force bases are named for both men.

Although Langley suffered i ts share of accidents
during those formative years, the accompl ishments were

also many. The 2nd Bomb Group pi led up an impressive
I ist of pioneering fl ights in bringing about the opera-
tional development of the bomber in the united States,
and this it did despite being plagued by a serious
shortage of personnel, not to mention the need for more

,.#ir;w
lizt, !i:'M,*

and newer aircraft. At one point in the 1920s, the 2nd

Group, al though author ized 36 pi lots, had but 22 (the
I lth Squadron had only 2). The enti re Group had only
one observer-gunner assigned, and for many years nrost
of the observer cocl<pits were filled rvith eager ground
c rewmen .

f n the I ater Sunrnrer of 1922, the non-rigi d C-2 f rom
the lgth Airship Company at Langley completed the first
airship crossing of the U. S. by flying to Ross Field,
Cal i fornia in 67 hours flying time. The C-2 was 1ost,
as a result of high winds while beitrg removed from the
hangar at Brooks Field, on the return fl ight, however,
and therefore did not complete the round trip.

A little over a vear later a Curtiss-built NBS-l
of the 2nd Bomb Group did cornplete an 8,000 mi le round
rrin to the west coast. The aircraft was serial 585.l0,r, ,r

and the crew consisted of Lts. J. F. Whitely and H. D.

Smith, and Sergeants Jewell and Widekamp. The aircraft
and crew had been in St. Louis for the National Air
Races and had flown on from there across the central
portion of the country to Crissey Field, Cal ifornia.
Without turbo superchargers, which had been tried with
little success, this type of airplane was definitely
not a high altitude machine, and the crew found it im-
possible to cl imb over some of the 10,000 foot and

higher peaks of the Sierra Nevada Mountains and were
forced to fol low the passes. Flying over Nevada at
200 feet with strong headwinds, they reported that a

herd of antelope outran theml Before the successful
return flight by the southern route, both engines (and

the tai lskid) were changed at Rockwel I Field.
Throughout the 1920s and in each of his annual re-

ports , the Ch i ef of Ai r Serv i celAi r Corps stressed the
fact that the equipment problem was acute' The 2nd

Group is a good i I lustration of this. The heavy attri-
tion rate reduced i ts ai rcraft strength to the point
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Curtiss NBS-1, seriat 58508, of the 20th Bomb Squadron and carrying McCook Field nuNber P 291- Engine radiators
are underslung, in the position used with turbo superchargers, though they are not installed he-e. (0lmsted Coll.)

t"*

u

rt**,

A.A.H.S. JOURNAL



This Curtiss NBS-l
Group insignia on

/ dF a /, serial 68516, carries the 2nd Bomb
i ts nose. (enoto - 0lmsted Col l.)
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Martin Bomber of the I lth Bomb Squadron at St. Louis
for National Ai r Races, 1923, with cowls and spinners.

Keystone B-64, aircraft 182, of ttre 49th Bomb Squaoron
during the mid-l93Os. (Rnoto - Bob Esposito Coll.)

the 2nd Grouprs eguipment for the next seven years, ano
flying, training and I ife in general, proceeded much the
sane as it had during the earl ier years with MB-2s and
NBS-ls. No signi Ficant operational changes took place
or were possible due to the simi larity of performance
betureen the nevr and old planes. Soon after receiving
LB-5r, however, the Group had the rare peacetime oppor-
tunity to bomb a real target, not just a bul lseye on a
bornbi ng range. Across the Pee Dee River i n southern
North Carolina there was a long highway bridge slated
for demol ition, and the Group used its new Keystones to
knock i t down, thereby sav i ng the state a cons i derab I e
part of the demol ition cost.

As usual, during the fi rst hal f of the 1930s, the
amount of training was somewhat restricted by the ever
oreqenf economv WaVeS whiCh SOmetimeS CaUSed ShOrtaqeSvquJUu Jttv

of gasoline, ammunition and other equipment. During
fiscal 1936, the last year of the biplane bomber, ano
the first year of the monoplane bomber, the 2nd Group
expended less than 250r000 rounds of .30 cal iber ammu-
n i t i on on mov i ng targets. Broken down per gun and per
gunner, it was certainly an inadequate amount and, as
might be expected, a gunnery test at the end of this
period showed qui te poor scores.

Since the inception of the Army air arm, consider-
able difficulties had been encountered in determining
just who should control aviation combat units--air of-
ficers or area ground officers. This resulted in much
inefficiency and friction, and on I March 1935 the Gen-
eral Headquarters Air Force (CHQ nf) was formed in an
effort to overcome these di fficul ties and to create a
mobi le and more efficient striking force. lts head-
quarters were at Langley and it was composed of three
combat wi ngs, each a bal anced force of pursu i t, attack,
bombardment and observation units. The lst \ding was at
March Field, California, the 3rd l{ing at Barksdale Field,

Huf f Daland LB-l ,',F the llth Bonb Squadron during its
short scrvice life, 1925-1926. (0lmsted Collection)

vrhcrc cven the personnel problem r^ras not so important.
At the r.nd of Fiscal 1927, the Group had only ll NBS-ls
re rpa in ing (tf," 49th Squadron had three more at Aber-
deen). Keystone bombers, soon to arrive, !./erenrt much
of a step forrvard, but it's a safe bet that they re-
ccivcd a hearty \vclcome r.rhen they began to arrive in
that golcJen year of 1927. The re-equipnrent had actual-
ly bequn in the Surrnrer of 1926 rvhen e ight (later anoth-
er) HufF Daland single enqine LB-l s were issued to the
llth Squadron ior service testing. They vrere found to
be structurally vreak, and in 0ctober, f ive civilians
f ronr McCool. Fie ld and a contpany representat ive nret to
consiclc-r changes. Testinq !./as resurired in December r,,rith
a l inri tcd bonrb load and continued unti l the departure
of thc I lth Squadron in May 1927. Detai led results of
thc scrvice test are not l<nown, but no nrore LB-ls were
procLr rcd and thc. others r./ere r/ithdrayrn f ronr service.

Dur in g 1927 Huf f Da land becanre f\eystone, and i n the
Spring of that year the first f\eystone XLB-5, serial
nr-rnrbc r 26-208, cane to Lang ley and the 2nd Group. lts
li[e vras short, hovever, and its end violent, While in
Fl iqht near Coiunrbus, 0hi o on 2J May 1927 a propel ler
shattered forcinq the crer.r to bail out, but Pvt. D. L.
Yc.ager of the 20th Squadron did not clear the plane in
time and was l.ille d in the crash. 0ne of those r.rho iurro-
ccl succcssfully r.ras Major (later General) Ler.ris H. B-rere-
ton, and his nanre is to be found in the records of the
2r-rd Group over a period of many years.

It r'ras Septenrber bcforc production LB-!s and LB-5As
bt:gan to arr ive. A conrpar i son tes t in Novenber sholved
only nrarginal perfornrance improvement over the NBS-1,
and rc-cquipncnt proceeded slorvly. At the end of May
1928, the 49th Squadron sti I I had NBS-ls, but it is
fairly ccrtain that transition to Keystones tvas cont-
plcted in that vear,

Varior:s 'rodels of the biplane Keystone conrprised
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Martin B-lO of the 2nd Bonrb crolp in blue and !'hite camouflage at Langley during Summer of 1937. Q.R. Pritchard)

w

Louisiana, and the 2nd Wing rvas at Langley. Units of
the 2nd f{ing rvere the 2nd and 9th Bomb Groups, lst and

8tn pursui t Groups, the lBth and 2l st 0bservation Squad-

rons (long range, amphibious), the 4lst 0bservation
Squadron (long range, I i ght bomb) and the 37th Attack
Squadron. Actually based at Langley tvere the 2nd Bomb

Group, 8th Pursui t Group rvi th 37th Attack Squadron, and

at least one of the observation squadrons (probably the
l8th rvhich later became the lBth Reconnaissance Squad-

ron). 0ther 2nd tn/ing bases rvere Mitchel Field, Ner.r Yorl<
(9tn Bornb Group) ancl Selfridge Field, Michigan (tst Pur-
suit Group).

Formation of the GHQ AF coincided roughly with the
arrival of nerv aircraft for the 2nd Bomb Group. Late
in 1935, after the Army had proven beyond any doubt that
it had reached the end of the line on the biplane bomb-

€r, the aging Keystones began to pass from the scene.
The fast, nerv Martin B-l0s rvere their replacerirents, and

they lvere on hand for the Winter rrTaneuvers of January
1936 at Concord, Neut Hampshi re. Soon after the arrival
of the B-lOs, the 2nd Group began to strike out on long
range fornration flights which attracted a great deal of
attention in the press. Holvever, only a year iater the
new darl ing of the Ai r Corps, the immortal Boeing B-1/,
thundered onto the scene as some l0 of these heavy bomb-

ers joined the Group, and I ittle more was heard of the

B-10 thereafter. The coming of the B-l7s affected run-
\.ray construction, begun in 0ctober 1936, and a great deal
of difficulty was encountered in finding a surface that
rvould hold the weight of the new bomber--concrete runways
and taxiways were not laid unti I .l941.

After fifteen years of riding in open cockpits in
100 mph biplanes, the leap forward in performance (and

comfort) for the 2nd's crelvs must have been di fficult
to bel ieve. With the de1 ivery of the YB-l7s (and the
XB-15 to the 49th Squadron in 1938), the Group flew at
least six mi ssions into various parts of South America
in the late 1930s plus many other special projects. The

South American f lights lvere al1 goodwill or mercy
flights, such as that to Buenos Aires in February 1938
by six B-l7s for the presidential inauguration there,
and al I provided excel lent crew training, not to men-
tion the qarnering of publ icity which convinced the
U. S. pub I i c, r i ght or wrong, that the B- I 7 was the
wonder of the century.

The 2nd Bomb Group received the Mackey Trophy in
1938 and 1939 for i ts long range, special operations.
Hor.iever, these special projects were always superimposed
on the unitrs regular training mission, which was bound

to, and did, suffer.
During the Spring of 1938, Langley Field bombers

r,vere again involved with ships which, as in 1921 , caus-

,.'Yfu,

0ne of the origi nal Flying
the 96th Bomb Squadron, Znd

Fort res ses , Boe i ng B- I 7 of
Group, 24 Mar 1938. (NACA)

The only Boeing
and ass i gned to

XB- I !, at Lang I ey on
the 2nd' s 49th Bomb

l3 September 1938
Squadron. (NACA)
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ed another flareup with the Navy. During the GHQ man-
euvers in May 1938, three B-l7s of the 49th Bomb Squad-
ron searched for and intercepted the ltal ian I iner Rex
while it was still over 700 miles out to sea from New
York. The Navy felt that long range search at sea was
its mission, not that of the Army, and this episode is
said to have resulted in the agreement that I imited Army
ai rcraft to the performance of thei r duties wi thin 100
mi les of the coast.

Although Langley was best known as a bomber base, a
pursuit group was formed there in the early 1930s. The
8th pursuit Group was activated on I April l93l but re-
mained a skeleton organization unti I late in June lg32
when the 33rd and 35th Pursuit Squadrons were activated
and the 36th Pursuit squadron was transferred from Self-
ridge Field. ln September 1933, the Group received a
fourth unit with the addition of the 37th pursuit Squad-
ron .

During the eight years it was to serve at Langley,
the 8th Group was equipped with nearly every type of
pursuit the Army owned during the 1930 era. Boeing p-l2s
were standard at first, including the p-l2K model for
wh i ch the Group d i d the serv i ce test i ng. Later there
were some P-5Es, in 1935 the Group equipped with Consol-
idated PB-2As and then added some Curtiss p-35As at the
end of ther30s as the daysof crisis approached. In
the Fall of 1937, Lt. Col. Hugh Knerr of the 2nd t/ing
gave a candid estimate of the abi I ity of each of Lang-
leyrs units to carry out its duties in case of war. lt
was a rather dismal picture, the PB-ZA equipped 8th pos-
sibly faring the best. ln a classic statement, Col.
Knerr said the 8th Group was',in fair shape and would
do al I right i f left alone.rl

In the Fal I of 1940, most of the l3 Curtiss p-37s
were assigned to the 8th, probably on service test. A
short time later, the superior Curtiss p-40s beqan to
arr i ve and the P-37 soon d i sappeared from op"r-i i ona I
service. The group was entirely equipped with p-40s
when it was transferred to Mitchel Field in November
1940 with its 33rd, 35th and 35th Squadrons.

The 37th Squadron had enjoyed a checkered career.
With formation of the GHQ AF in 1935 there were no at-
tack uni ts avai lable for ei ther the I st Wing (west
coast) or the 2nd l/ing. The Air Corps' only-attack
group, the lrd, was to form the core of the 3rd l/ing
at Barksdale Field, so new attacks units were needed for
the other two wings. For the 2nd \y'ing, the 3/th was
redesignated as the 37th Attack Sguadron in March 1935
but remained attached to the 8th Pursuit Group. For
its fi rst several months the Squadron appears to have
been equipped with the Curtiss P-5D, a comparatively
rare type with high altitude turbo supercharger and fre-
quent fuel system troubles. During May 1935, four Cur-
tiss A-8s arrived for the Squadron, to be followed by five
more in the next three months, plus a single Curtiss A-12
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which arrived in May 1935. ln August 1936, the Squadron
re-equipped wi th Northrop A-l /s (which at one time were
hangared in the large bal Ioon hangar) and later A-l7As.

0ther than normal training fl ights, the jTth carried
out many chemical and smoke laying demonstrations at
Army bases along the east coast, disposing of over
26,000 pounds of chemicals in fiscal 1936- alone. I f
surviving inspection reports are a true indication,
the 37th Squadron was seldom up to ful I strength in
aircraft or personnel. 0n 3l January 1938, after less
than three years of servi ce, i t was deact ivated and be-
came another part of Langley Fieldrs past.

When war came to the United States in December 1941,
Langley Field was sti I I primari ly in the bomber business,
as it had been since 1921, with the 2nd Bomb Group ano
the 3 rd Reconna i s sance Squadron as the ma i n tact i ca I

units. Both of these outfits began flying maritime pa-
trols on 8 December. However, these early missions were
very much patchwork affairs, and it was not for several
weeks that an operational pattern began to evolve when
two patrols a day were being flown, usual ly by three
aircraft each. Gone now was the 100 mi le I imit of the
late '30s, but even so, these operations remained Iarge-
ly ineffective with the few B-l7s patrol ing to a radius
of 500 miles and the Douglas B-l8s and some B-25, hand-
I i ng short range mi ss ions.

Langley Fieldrs activities during I/W ll can be divid-
ed broadly into two phases, the first runninq from Decem-
ber l94l unti I September 1943. During thi s period the
mission was that of anti-submarine patrol, training of
crews in thi s special ty, and the development and testing
of weapons and tactics needed to ki I I U-boats. In Sep-
tember 1943, the Navy took over responsibility for all
anti -submarine warfare (nSW), and the second phase of
Langleyrs activities began, research and training in the
use of radar bombing techniques. lt continued, on an
ever expanding scale, unti I the end of the war.

The ful I story of the U. S. anti-submarine effort
in t/1.{ | | is beyond the scope of th is p iece, but s ince
Langley Field was closely tied to the effort, a few
words on the subject are in order. Although German use
of the U-boat in \y'I{ l, and its future potential were
egual ly clear in the first two years of WW I l, the U. S.
efforts to counter th i s wel I known threat were scant.
The damaging Army/Navy rivalry of the interwar years
had restricted Army aviation to land areas and to a
narrow band of water along our coasts, and consequently
the Army air arm was not equipped or trained to conduct
operations against enemy submarines with any chance of
success. Even worse, the Navy, which had fel t thar
over-water aviation was their responsibi I ity alone, was
tota I I y unab I e to counter the submar i ne menace that de-
veloped along the U. S. Atlantic coast when war final ly
came. Heavily engaged in the Pacific, the Navy was able
to maintain only 20 surface vessels in the area, a nunr-

Cu rt i ss P-5D , 29-366, 37th
Langley on ll July 1935,
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Consolidated PB-2A of
Sttr Pursu i t Group at

the 33rd Pursu i t Squadron of the
Langley during the late 1930s.

Attack Squadron, crashed at
(USAF from Bob Cavanagh Col l.)
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ber inadequate for the job.
Naval air in the area was also unequal to the task,

and the Army, therefore, was comPel led to provide what
forces it could to assist in anti-submarine work. Al-
though some of the Army aircraft were better suited to
the mission, especial ly the long range B-l/s, their
numbers were smal l, training for the job had been non-
ex i stent, and there were no depth charges or detect i on

devices avai lable.
Throughout 1942 and most of .l943 serious differences

of opinion between the Army and the Navy regarding tac-
tics and control delayed any real progress toward ef-
fective cooperation between the two services. The al-
most complete disagreement between Army Air Force head,
Genera I H. H. Arno I d and the Ch i ef of Nava I Operat i ons,
Admiral E. J. King, also hampered the solution, and U.S.
efforts agai nst enemy U-boats d i d not prove as success-
ful as those of RAF Coastal Command when it had been

con fronted by the same s i tuat i on two years ear I i er.
However, two Army anti-submarine groups, the 479th and

480th (some of whose squadrons had originated at and

been trained at Langley Field), had considerable suc-
cess operat i ng wi th the Br i t i sh i n the Bay of Bi scay.

Unti I November 1942, the 2nd Bomb Group's submarine
patrols were al I flown as part of lst Bomber Command, a

descendant of the GHQ AF, and were under operat i ona I

control of the Navy. Sightings and attacks were few and

no subs were sunk, but the patrol ing no doubt contribut-
ed to the U-boats "keeping their heads down" with a re-
sultant loss in efficiency. In 0ctober of 1942, the
lst Bomber Comnnand vras inactivated and the Army Air
Forcer s Ant i -submar i ne Comrnand was formed to take i ts
place. Soon after, a paper transfer removed the 2nd

Bomb Group fronr the Langley scene. After being a part
of the peninsula fami ly for 20 years, the 2nd exchanged
designations with the 304tfr Bomb Group at Ephrata' Wash-

ington on 29 0ctober 1942. The 304thrs existence was

very short, however, as it was deactivated at Langley
the fol lowing month, its squadrons becoming the lst,
lBth and lgth Anti-subrnarine Squadrons of the 25th Anti-
submarine ly'ing. After training and equipping, the lst
and lgth soon departed for England and Newfoundland.
The l8th remained at Langley as an 0perational Training
Unit, training often being done in conjunction with ac-
tual patrols.

Even though it was overshadowed by its beautiful
stablemate, the B-17, the versatility of the Consolidat-
ed B-24 had been recognized early, and its suitability
for long range operations recommended it for ASW work.
As a result of its versati I ity there were never enough

to go around in the early days, and everyone wanted
B-24s, each thinking his mission was the most vital, be

it bombardment, recon, transport or maritime patrol.
The An t i -submar i ne Conrmand rece i ved i ts fi rst B-24 i n

Septenrber 1942 and as others became available, replaced
the I ess su i tab I e types. I n 0ctober, the Command had
.l48 ai rcraft at its bases along the Atlantic coast, but
only three were B-24s, and there were 12 B-17s.

In December of that sanre year' the 3rd Sea Search
Attack Squadron (SSR Sqan) was formed to begi n testi ng

and modi fication of the B-24, This squadron was Part
of the lst Sea Search Attack Group which had formed at
Langley in June 1942. lts other unit, the 2nd SSA Sqdn

was a tactical outfit equipped with Douglas B-18s. Be-

fore the B-24 became available in quantity, the aging
B-l8s had played an inportant part in U-boat patrols,
ten of these a i rcraft be i ng fi tted wi th pre-product ion
sets of the l0 cm radar uni ts. Secretary of War, Henry

L. Stimson is said to have flown a patrol in one of
these ai rcraft and was an enthusiastic supporter of ai r-
borne radar.

In the Fal I of 1942 and Spring of 1943, the lst SSA

Group maintained a nuntber of RB-18s, and two B-24Ds in

the Key fvest, Florida area where they conducted extens-
ive tests wi th various types of ASW equipment. The

RB-l8s rvere fitted with Mk lv Magnetic Anomaly Detection
sets (mnO), and had retro-bomb i-acks under their wings

which fired the bombs backward in a pattern. The RB-l8s
did the bulk of the testing as the B-24s were not as

extensively equipped. The USN submarine S-15 was as-
signed as the target sub throughout the tests, and al-
though there were about nine RB-lBs on hand, five of
them did the majority of the testing (serial numbers

37-470, 37-538, 37-561, 37-593 and 38-590).
Besides its ASt/ research' the lst SSA Group flew

almost 1500 hours of patrol during its I ife of less
than a year, sinking two subs and probably sinking
three more. An interesting example of the combined
training/operational concept took place on 28 May 1943
when a B-24 crew under Lt. J. M. Vivian, having had

only one week of training, depth charged a U-boat
only three mi les off Cape Hatteras and was credited
with a probable ki ll.

By the Fal I of 1942 the submarine activi ty along
the east coast had been greatly curtai led as German

Admiral Doenitz moved his U-boats to other waters. The

decl ine in submarine activity took place about the same

time the Langley units were beginning to acquire the
proper equipment and know-how, and was resPonsible for
the unitsr low number of successes over enemy U-boats.

\^/hen the Summer of 1943 rol led around it appeared
certain that no workable solution could be found to the
di fferences in operational opinion between the Army and

the Navy, and by mutual agreement, the Navy took all re-
sponsibility for ASI^/, while the Army concentrated on

Iong range, strategic bombing. A mutual exchange of
Liberators also took place, the Army ASI/ aircraft being
exchanged for the bombers the Navy had accumulated. 0n

3l August the Army Anti-submarine Command passed out of
existence and became, once more, lst Bomber Command.

The I 8th Squadron rema i ned at Lang I ey but was ass i gned
to the lst SSA Group to conduct training on radar equip-
ment, and thus Langley Field passed into its second
phase of WW ll activities.

As we have seen, airborne radar had been instal led
in a few RB-l8s in 1942, but training in this relative-
1y new science increased rapidly after Langley went out
of the AS\.{ bus iness and so became the maj or mi ss ion of
the base. In the summer of 1943, the 3rd ssA sqdn fur-
nished personnel and equipment to form a unit of ten
B-24s which trained in low altitude radar bombing and

left in August for the Paci fic. Two other simi lar out-
fits were formed and sent to the Pacific before the end
of the war. During 1944 and the first half of 1945,
training in both high and low altitude radar bombing
was intensified, and the base also served as a staging
area for radar equipped bombers enroute overseas.

In Apri I 1944 came the first of the confusing and
morale destroying changes, the type that is sti I I with
us today. Gone now were the colorful designations such
as trsea Search Attack Group", and in September 1944 the
Eastern Technical Training Command took over and the
main unit became the 3539th AAF Base Unit (Technical
School). lt remained such until a B-29 and a mushroom-
shaped cloud 8OOO mi les away changed the world and
launched Langley Field into i ts next era.
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