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Major Pierce McKennon and his favorite mount,
(ehoto - by Sgt Joe Si I

the North American
ls, in the Mrs. P.

P.5IO RIDGE RUNNER III,
D. McKennon col lection)

in the spring of 1945.
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'rThis wi I I be a rough missionr" First Lieutenant
Pierce W. McKennon of Fort Smith, Arkansas mused to him-
self as he pulled his six foot frame into the snug little
cockpit of the P-!l Mustang fighter plane. Schweinfurt
had been a veritable hell of flak and a nest of aggres-
sive, highly-capable German fighter pi lots for many
months. 0n 14 October 1943, only six months before, a
fleet of 228 American B-17 and B-24 bombers had lost 60
planes while attempting to knock out the ball bearing
plants located in that central German stronghold. O
ln fact, the losses had been so heavy as to win the
title I'Black Thursdayrr for the mission and virtual ly end
daylight bombing on such strongly-defended targets so
deep in enemy territory. Today, l3 April l9l+l+ (another
Thursday), Schweinfurt was the target againl By this
time, however, the American bomber formations were es-
corted by long-range fighters--a comfort not available
to them the previous 0ctober.

t'/ith the help of his crew chief , Sgt Joe Si lls,
McKennon squirmed into his parachute, fastened his safe-
ty belt and shoulder harness, pulled on his MF-type
flying helmet, plugged in his radio cord, and adjusted
his oxygen mask. After these chores were taken care of,
the handsome young flyer moved carefully through the 2l
steps in the rrpre-starting" cockpit check. Now he was
ready for the signal to I'press" which would be given
by the 4tn fighter Group Commander. €) The signal was
not long in coming, and the engines of the 4th's 48 red-
nosed Mustangs roared simultaneously to life. During
the next few minutes the pilots taxied to the end of
the airfield, faced into the wind, and prepared to take
off. As Lt McKennonrs own unit, the 335th Fighter Squad-
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ron, was the last to take off, he had time to glance
about the Debden airdrome and reflect on whether in a
few hours he might be touching down again to its com-
forts. These thoughts were short-l ived, however, for
it was now his time to turn into the wind, push on maxi-
mum power and start the take off run. As the airspeed
indicator touched 100 mph he gently eased back on the
control stick and felt his Mustang, RIDGE RUNNER, become
ai rborne. A quick glance to the right told him that his
wingman was in position a few feet away. Then the Arkan-
san began his turn to the left to join the squadron
circling the field.

One climbing circuit of the Debden Airdrome was suf-
ficient for the three squadrons comprising the 4th Fight-
er Group to move into formation. The group was made up
of experienced pilots, many of whom traced their combat
careers back to Eagle Squadron days before the United
States entered the war. With the formation completed,
therrDebden Terrorsrrset course toward the east to Ger-
many. Soon the green of the Engl ish countryside dropped
away to the rear, and the pi lots cl imbed up over the chop-
py blue of the North Sea. At 124! hours, some 50 minutes
after take off, they crossed the Belgian coast at an al-
titude of 25,000 feet and leveled off to pick up cruis-
ing speed. The rendezvous with the I'Big Friends" (g-t7s
and B-24s) was to occur at l34l hours at a point a few
mi les west of the target city--Schweinfurt.

Time passed slowly as the sleek I ittle fighters cruis-
ed on at 300 mph. Moving his head from right to left
and back again, in what the fighter pilot called the
rrMesserschmitt twitch," Pierce McKennonrs keen eyes
searched the sky in al I di rections. In spite of the fact
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that young McKennon was not responsible for navigation,
he was vaguely aware of checkpoints passing five miles
below. Liege, the Rhine, Koblenz and Frankfurt fol lowed
one after another. Except for an occasional burst of
flak, al I seemed quiet, and the Arkansan let his thoughts
wander back to more peaceful things--to his home at 216
North 2lst Street in Fort Smith, his mother, his winning
of a tri-state piano contest, and final ly to the Fresh-
man German course under Dr. A. E. Lussky at the Univer-
sity of Arkansas. Pierce had had much trouble with the
course, and it seemed ironic that he was now fighting
over the land where that language was spoken by almost
everyone.

Suddenly the planers radio crackled wi th the urgent
cries for help from the bombers a few mi les ahead. Al I

thoughts of home were erased from McKennonrs mind as he
pushed the throttle forward to keep up with his forma-
tion, now speeding to the rescue. In an instant he saw
belour him the bomber formation lumbering along dead ahead
of hi s own pos it ion. Two or three Flying Fortresses were
already aflame and slowly falling out of their neat for-
mation boxes. Almost at the same instant his eye caught
the source of their distress. A score or more of Focke-
Wulf FI,/ 190 f ighters had completed their f irst attack on
the bombers and were now queuing up for a second firing
pass from above and slightly behind. lt was into this
me I ee that the 335th F i ghter Squadron p I unged .

The Arkansas flyer soon found himself going around
in a "mad circle trying to find a FW 190 to latch on to."
Everyone seemed to be firing, and the sky was full of
tracer bul lets. Then off to one side he spotted two
Focke-1,/ulf s f lying line astern and a little below the
general dogfight. Rol I ing his Mustang over, he dived with
fulI throttle upon the rearmost "Jerry.'r The German
leader broke into a sharo turn to the left and the sec-
ond FVJ 190 followed suit. McKennonrs vision dimmed as
he turned sharply to keep the second German aircraft in
his gunsight. After two complete circles the American
was able to maneuver into fi ring position and "gave him
several bursts" with his six .50 caliber machine guns
but could I'not observe the results.rr Finally the German
"straightened outrr and McKennon "took a long burst, 9et-
ting strikes on the engine and fuselage.rr The Hun did
not seem heavi ly dambged but suddenly the glass canopy
f lew off the Ft/ 190 and the pilot bailed out. The Arkan-
sas boy watched the enemy fighter spin down through the
broken clouds below, then cl imbed to rejoin his mates as
the 4th Fighter Group resumed its escort task. This
time, because of the Iong range fighter, the Schweinfurt
hornetrs nest would claim only a few of the rrbig f riends,l'
Late that same afternoon Sgt Joe Si I ls happi ly supervis-
ed the painting of a ninth German cross on the nose of
McKennonrs P-51. Before the war was over the amiable
Fort Smithian was to be credited with 21.58 victories--
twelve in air-to-air combat and 9.58 destroyed on flak-
protected airdromes. @

Born in Clarksvi I le, Arkansas, on l0 November 1919,
Pierce was the youngest of three sons of Dr. Parma Dixon
and Inez ldinningham McKennon. Dr. McKennon, soon to be
known as one of the leading dentists in Arkansas, moved
his family to Fort Smith in l!21, and it was in that
western Arkansas city that Pierce grew up as a laughing,
happy-go-lucky boy. Encouraged and constantly helped by
his charming mother, Pierce turned to music at an early
age. So talented was he at the piano that he won several
state contests and one tri-state orize whi le sti I I in
high school. 0n graduation from St. Anners Academy,
Fort Smith, he was given a music scholarship to the Uni-
vers i ty of Arkansas. Al though the f i ght i ng i n Europe
enticed him away from the University long before he won
a degree, he was to thrill audiences all over Canada and
Great Britain with his "boogie-woogierrrenditions. Sev-
eral night clubs offered him a job and many told him he
"should be playing and not flying."

Not only was young Pierce McKennon interested in mus-
ic, but he also excel led in sports--especial ly in boxing
and track. ln 1937 ne won the state Civi I ian Mi I itary
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Training Corps boxing championship for his weight divis-
ion. Still later he was on the college track team for a

brief period. At home Pierce and John Earl, hi s middle
brother, spent many noisy hours in gymnastic contests,
much to the annoyance of his studious eldest brother
Parma, who was al ready contemplat ing fol lowing hi s father
into the field of dentistry.

Armed with hi s music scholarship and a letter of in-
troduction to Professor L. A. Passarelli of the Romance
Language Department, Pierce entered the University of
Arkansas in the fall of 1937. He gave up music as a

major his fi rst semester and decided on a Pre-medical
program, but his grades in freshmen chemistry and German
got him into scholastic difficulty and in February I938,
he dropped out of the University. For the next several
months he attended Fort Smith Junior Col lege. In the
Spring of 1939 he returned to the University of Arkansas
but never finished his degree. The flying bug had bitten
him, and in the winter of 1940-41 he joined the United
States Army Air Corps as a flying cadet.

McKennonrs first flying was at Hicks Field, Fort
Worth, Texas. After approximately l5 hours of dual time
in Stearman biplane trainers he flew solo for the first
t ime. 0n 4 Apri I l94l , after st i I I more dual time and
five hours of solo flying, Pierce McKennon was 'hashed
outrrof the Army Air Corps. Refusing to heed his check
pilotts f inal words that I'f lying just isnrt for yourI
Pierce within a few weeks made his way to Canada and
joined the Royal Canadian Ai r Force.

ln Canada McKennon found that the RCAF meant business
and that they were in a hurry to produce war pilots. One

either made it or was dropped with no fuss or furor. In
a letter to his mother Pierce described Egl ington Hunt
Club in Toronto, where he was to complete pre-flight
training, as a place "darn near l i ke West Point. Dis-
cipl ine is real Iy strict and the penalties severe."
Buckling down to the hard work, the young Arkansan passed
the pre-f light program with I'f lying colors.rr "l have
gotten really good in wirelessr" he wrote his mother. tr I

took three of my buddiestfinal examsin it." 'rThere are
so many of usr" he continued, rrthat they donrt know one
from another....rr A few days after completing pre-fl ight
training, Pierce was transferred to Windsor, 0ntario, for
fi rst stage fl ight training. 0n 8 August l94l he had
his first dual flight in a Fleet Finch and on 2J August
soloed after only eight hours with an instructor.

The RCAF worked the cadets hard. "l fly about an
average of four hours a dayr" Pierce wrote his mother in
September. His confidence in himself harl:'eturned. "l
donrt want to appear bragging but I am learning to fly
pretty good.'l

In spite of the rigorous fl ight training Pierce
McKennon found time for relaxation. An occasional visit
across the border to Detroit "for a showr'r dates with
Mary Mackennon, a comely lass from Moncton, New Brunswick,
and the piano fi I led his off duty hours. At every week-
end dance or party Pierce was a succes-; with his "boogie-
woogie.'r rrThey have plenty of pianos and they are trying
to make me wear out all of themr" he informed his mother.
rrPierce could have earned over $100 a week in any of the
large night clubs in Canada for piano playing as he was
a favorite wherever he went,rr wrote one of his Canadian
friends. @

Late in September 1941 ,rrMacr'r as Pierce McKennon
was affectionately called by his friends in Canada, be-
gan the second phase of his fl ight preparation at an
ai rfield near Aylmer, Ontario. Here he trained in the
North American Harvard (known in the United States Army
Air Force as the AT-6), a low-wing monoplane with a re-
tractable landing gear. Things continued to go well
with therhashed outrrcadet as the months of 0ctober and
November passed. Instrument, formation, acrobatic and
cross-country flying were the order of the day. rrMacrl

continued to prove himself a capable aviator and as the
moment of the presentation of the coveted wings of the
mi I itary pi lot approached, only the frigid Canadian wea.
ther seemed to trouble him. 'rl am about to freeze to
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death up here.... I sure miss that sunny old Southr" he
wrote his mother in September. Still later he requested
her to send I'my pajamas if I have any there, also any
old jerseys....they would be good to fly in."

0n 14 December l94l Cadet McKennon became Sgt. Pilot
McKennon and proudly sewed on his RCAF wings. To his fam-
i ly and f riends 'rMacrr had at Iast proved the U. S. Army
Air Corps wrongrbut in his own mind the final proof
would have to come in the skies over Europe. He paid a
quick visit to Fort Smith during the Christmas hol idays,
but seemed anxious to be on his way to England and the
combat zone.

Despite his eagerness to try his spurs in combat,
Sgt Pilot McKennon was destined to spend many more months
in training. He arrived in Scotland in January lJ42 and
shortly thereafter was transferred to Hastings, Sussex
County, some 5O mi les southeast of London, where he had
"a room overlooking the Engl ish Channel." During the
next several weeks there was little to do except visit
historical sites and other points of interest in I'Eng-

land and southern Scotland." His letters, usual ly add-
ressed to 'rmy darl ing motherr" were ful I of comments
about Trafalgar Square, I^/estminster Abbey, Picadilly
Circus, Tower of London, searchl ights, barrage bal loons,
bombed out bui ldings and English girls who were so
friendly that they frequently asked one "to come home
and spend the night with them.rr Apparently, he had dif-
ficulty in accl imating himself to Engl ish weather, for
during the early weeks of his stay he referred to the
climate as rrterribly damp and cold." "l sure long for
sunny Arkansasr" he commented in one letter, and in
another, he indicated that he hoped to be posted to a

squadron in the Far East or in North Africa--apparently
to get away from the rain and fog of an English spring.
ln many of his letters he seemed almost home-sick and
frequently worried about the health of his brother John
Earl, then very i I I with tuberculosis in the Boonevi I le,
Arkansas Sanitorium. He also "hopedrrthat Parma, his
eldest brother, a dentist assigned to the l42nd Field
Arti I lery Group in training at Fort Si I l, 0klahoma,
would not be sent overseas. Frequently he would send
his regard to I'my best girl, Ann [wi ttiams]r" the Iittle
four-year-old who lived next door to the McKennons in
Fort Smith. 6

Toward the middle of March 1942 Pierce McKennon was
attached to a Royal Air Force fighter training unit at
Shropshire, 40 mi les northwest of Birmingham. Almost
immediately his mood changed, for he was nov.r back at the
flying game. After four weeks of practice on the Miles
Master, a two-seated trainer, he was ready for bigger
things. 0n 18 April he checked out in the Hurricane, a
first I ine fighter and the backbone of the RAF Fighter
Command during the Battle of Britain. Two weeks later
he flew the famed Spitf ire. Now I'Mac" felt he was on his
way. For the next several months he practiced weather
flying, acrobatics, reconnaissance and dogfighting under
the careful tutelage of veteran RAF fighter pi lots.

Late in June 1942 Pierce was assigned to a Spitfire
squadron and his joy was apparent in a letter to his
mother on 28 June when he wrote, rrl am really in it.rl
lf, however, he imagined that the new assignment meant
combat patrols over enemy territory and wild dogfights
with the "Jerries" he was doomed to disappointment. The
squadron was based in a rear area in the north of Eng-
land and had as its prime objective, further training.
In September Pierce wrote Dr. J. W. Hickman, Pastor of
First Presbyterian Church in Fort Smith, "My work here
isnrt very exciting. I am attached to a Spitfire squad-
ron which will soon be moving further south in England.
It is there I expect to have my first fight with Jerry.rl

During the summer months of 1942 trMacrr f retted about
transferring to the United States Army Air Forces, the
former Army Air Corps. America had been in the war since
the previous December and many of his RCAF friends had
deci ded to throw i n thei r lot with the USMF. Young
McKennon, however, was not convinced that the transfer
was the wisest course. In October he wrote his mother

that he planned to stay with "the MF awhile because
speaking truthfully, and having been in the war longer
than we have, the MF is further advanced than we are,
and at present is an all round better air force." Appar-
ently, his mind was still open on the subject, for on 24
November Sgt Pi lot Pi erce l.{i nn ingham McKennon of the
RCAF became Second Lieutenant McKennon of the USAAF.
The transformation in his thinking may have come about
as a result of the social pressure of his American
friends who had made the switch, oF, perhaps, it was due
to the promise of higher pay and an officerrs commission
in the MF. There can be I ittle doubt, however, that the
boredome of assignment to a rear area RAF squadron had
much to do with the decision. His RCAF discharge read
s imply, rrPi lot. Above average. He is very keen to be
operational and should make an excellent fighter pilot.rl

For several weeks after his transfer to the AAF
McKennon was assigned to Headquarters, Eighth Air Force,
and attached to the 5th Fighter l^/ing for further train-
ing in Spitfi res. Although Pierce chafed at his fai lure
to get into the "real war" he was building up flying
experience and becoming a superb flyer. His Log Book on
7 February 1943 showed nearly 4OO hours of flying time,
with approximately half of that time in Spitfires. Act-
ually, he was to be a much more polished product than
most when he finally got into combat.

McKennonrs days of waiting were over when on 18 Feb-
ruary 1943 tre, along with several other RCAF transfers,
was ordered to report to the American commander at Deb-
den Air Base, some 40 miles north of London, for duty.
Next day he was assigned to the 335tn Fighter Squadron,
4th Fighter Group. The 4tn fighter Group was flying
Spitfires and the Fort Smith flyer found himself at home
immediately. Furthermore, many of the grouprs pi lots
were transfers from RAF Eagle Squadrons and thus had had
many simi lar training experiences. Perhaps a majority
of them had actual combat time--several could already
claim victories over the Nazi flyers. The 4th was com-
manded by Colonel Chesley Peterson, the most celebrated
of the Eagles, who had knocked down a Jerry during the
Dieppe raid in August 1942, @ The group also numbered
among its members Lt Col. Don Blakeslee, who later re-
placed Peterson as Group Command and went on to become
one of the really great air combat leaders of the Second
I./orld War. Before VE Day he was to f ly over 500 missions
and well over 1r000 combat hours. ln addition, Debden
was the home base of Don Gentile of Piqua, Ohio, who was
to become the first to pass Captain Eddie Rickenbackerrs
record of 25 victories, and of such future aces as John
T. Godfrey and James Goodson.

Most of the original members of the 4th Fighter Group
were mavericks in one way or another. Young McKennon,
never a stickler for mi I itary protocol, fitted in wel l.
0nly a few days before his graduation from RCAF flying
school he and four other cadets had been put on report
for rrfai I ing to appear on parade." The charge was drop-
ped. 0n still another occasion he and another pilot had
been temporari ly "groundedrr for flying under the newly-
constructed Niagara Bridge. Fortunately, the Canadian
authorities decided to channel this reckless, daredevi I

spirit to the combat zone, and 'rMacrr went overseas. A

few months later the Arkansan was the subject of a report
which read: "At approximately ll30 hours on I April 1943,
2nd Lt. P. f./. McKennon of the 4th Fighter Group appeared
in front of the Sales Store, New 0xford Street, London
in a cap which in appearance was so disreputably mangled
as to reflect serious discredit on the American Forces.
The cap bore no resemblance to the usual officers cap,
and appeared to be more like a skull capj' @

The commander of the 4th Fighter Group was seemingly
more interested in how McKennon fought the Hun than in
how he dressed in London, for no punitive action was
taken. Two years later while rrMacrr was serving as com-
manding officer of the 335th Fighter Sguadron, he reveal-
ed the same distaste for senseless orotocol when he
"chewed outrr a young I ieutenant for ordering Joe Si I ls,
McKennonrs crew chief, "to come to attention and salute"
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him whi le Si I ls was working on the fl i ght I ine. Accord-
ing to the story, McKennon, then a major, invited the
young officer to transfer to another squadron. The close
relationship betweenrrMac'r and his ground crew paid off,
for Pierce never was forced to abort a mission due to
engine trouble after Si I ls became his crew chief. Right
or wrong, Pierce felt protocol technicialities were of
no great importance in combat situations. Never, how-
ever, did McKennon violate air discipline in battle con-
ditions, as did many of the glory-seeking air aces. Al-
ways he worked for the safety and success of the team.

On 27 February 1943 McKennon flew his first combat
mission--an escort for British Ventura bombers in a

raid on Dunkerque. His Flight Log Book summed up the
mission with the remarks: rrFlak heavy--nothing happen-
ed.rr This was followed by a couple of uneventful convoy
patrols "off Barrows Deep.rr Hoarever, the young Iieuten-
ant was not unhappy, for at last he'has in itrrand he
knew the action would pick up.

The Spitfire V, then being flown by the 4th Fighter
Group, had a short cruising range (approximately two
hours), thus the possibility of bearding the German
fighters deep in France or the Low Countries was out of
the question. Nevertheless, the ex-Eagles loved the
graceful, highly-maneuverable, I ittle plane, and when
they heard that they were soon to be re-equipped with the
American P-47 Thunderbolt, they were far from happy.
Little was known about the Thunderbolt, and it was rran-

ticipated that it would be about as good as the P-40,
which the MF had sent to the Middle East because it
wasnrt good enough for combat with German pursuit craft."
@ The "Boltsr" as the P-47t were soon to be dubbed,
began appearing on the Debden airdrome early in March
1943, and on 22 tlarch Pierce flew the type for the first
time. His only remark in his Fl ight Log Book was a

'rsweet kite.rt
The new fighter could not turn as sharply as the

I ighter Spitfi re and, because of its weight, it cl imbed
slowly, but its 2100 horsepower radial engine gave it a
speed of 430 mph. The Thunderbolt had excellent high
altitude performance and carried eight .50 caliber ma-
chine guns. The pilots of the 4tn pighter Group soon
discovered that this rrseven ton mi lk bottlerr could out-
dive anything in the skies. Col. Don Blakeslee, soon to
be commander of the group, summed it up by snorting:
rrBy God it ought to dive--it certainly won't cl imb.rl
Like the big fighter or not, pilots of the 4th spent the
next six weeks getting ready for combat in it. As the
0perational Diary of the T5tn Fighter Squadron read:
lfMost of the pi lots felt the P-47 a better plane but
were a little sorry to see the old Spits go.rl

Debden Airdrome, a permanent MF base leased to the
AAF, was a big comfortable place. The roomy, permanent-
type living quarters and mess halls were a far cry from
most makeshift air bases occupied by other U. S. fighter
and bomber groups in England. During the period of trans-
ition to the new Thunderbolt several parties rlvith al I

the trimmings" were held, and Pierce McKennon quickly
became a favorite of the whole group. An account of one
of these affairs, reported in the 0perational Diary,
stated that, "Lt McKennon slapped out the St. Louis
Blues on the piano in truerboogier style much to the
enjoyment of everyone present.rr Pierce had won a music
scholarship to the University of Arkansas by his sensi-
tive renditions of the great classics, but at Debden it
was "The Slow Train Through Arkansas" and "That Hypothet-
ical, Theoretical Son-of-a Bitch Colombo'r that carried
the day. @ In fact, McKennon played both types of
music with equal expertness. ln 1000 DESTROYED, Grover
HalI described'rMac" as:

"...tal I and wel I proportioned, fast and agi le.
He had an acute sense of mimicry and gift for slap-
stick. Every moment was a rhythm. At the piano in
the lounge during periods of bad weather, Mac was
a one-man morale section.... His performances were
blent of the dance of Indians and the whirl of der-
vishes, Lennox Ave., and the whistle of trains in
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the night and the dead pan of Ned Sparks. A cigar-
ette would hang on the starboard underl ip; a beer
mug would ring the piano at l0 orclock to his flail-
ing, nimble fingers....The Slow Train Through Arkan-
sas was picking up speed on a piney-wood grade....
what chance did a fellow like Beethoven have at
Debden. "
But it was not all play at Debden. 0n 13 May Lt

McKennon flew his first operational mission in the P-4l
when his squadron escorted B-l7s in a raid on St.0mer
in France. Three days later his career as a fighter pi-
lot almost came to an early end in a fighter sweep over
Flushing, Hol land. In McKennonrs words,

The Group Commander ordered a starboard turn to
attack a formation of Huns. As we swung around I

was tail end Charlie [tfre tast man in the formation].
I looked up and saw four Fl/ l90s on my port side
and knew it wasnrt going to be long. Sure enough
they came down on us, and I knew I would be the first
one on the list. I could see the wing guns of the
lead F!/ flashing. lt was real ly pretty and I damn
near looked too long. He shot up my tail assembly
pretty bad. The only way I could give him the sl ip
was to roll her over [his o*n P-471 and hit for the
deck ldive to ]ow altitude]. I went into a vertical
dive and nothing can catch a Thunderbolt in a dive.
I turned up at least 700 mi les per hour....shot
across Holland and eluded them. @
During the next two months the Arkansas pi lot flew

a dozen missions of the fighter sweep and Ramrod type.
Because of the comparatively short range of the P-47
being used in the spring of 1943 none of these missions
was of more than two hours duration and seldom penetrated
more than 50 miles into enemy-held Belgium and France.
Bombers could not be escorted all the way to the target
and the Luftwaffe real izing this, frequently withheld
interception unti I the U. S. fighters had to turn back
to England.

f,/ith the advent of the rrbelly tankr' (auxiliary f uel
tank) in July 1943, the whole bomber escort picture
changed. The 28th of July was the day of the "first
belly tank show in the ETO" and, also, was the first
time any Al I ied fighter craft had been briefed to pene-
trate beyond France into German skies. As the German
pilots queued up for the attack on the Fortress forma-
tions over Emmerich they were astonished to find them-
selves under Thunderbolt attack. Before the dogfight
ended, no less than nine Me l09s and fu l90s had gone
down under the machine guns of the 4tfr fighter Group.

0n 30 July 1943 Pierce McKennon scored his first
aerial victory when he shot down a "yellow nose'r FI^/ 190
over Zalt Bommel, Hol land. The Arkansan described the
act ion as fol lows :

I was flying at about 271000 feet around the second
box of Bombers when I noticed a Fort over on one
side and out of formation, being clobbered by two
Fl/ 190s. The f i rst FI./ made h i s attack out of my

range but as the second one came in I cut my throttle
and dived on him. He spotted me coming down, broke
away immediately and went into a diving turn star-
board. I shoved everything forward and went after
him, closing rapidly al I the t ime. He turned into
a sharp cl imbing turn to port. I gave him a two
second burst that missed, but closed to within
about 150 feet and got in a three or four second
burst with about l5 degree deflect ion. Something
flew off his port side and large quantities of white
smoke came pouring out. He fl icked violently to
starboard and I almost hit him. I passed within a

few feet of him and saw his engine afire with long
streamers of flame and smoke.
A short time later the Hun fighter plowed into the

countryside. Lt McKennonrs Squadron destroyed five and
damaged three others in the same action. Indeed, the
be I ly tank was gett i ng the Amer i cans i nto the Luftwaffers
nest where the action was hot.

Although the 4th Fighter Group continued to rol I up
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an impressive score against the Luftwaffe, McKennon was

to have another long wait before scoring again. During
the next five months he was to flV 23 tough missions to
such German cities as Emden and Bremen. 0n most of these
operations he flew as a wing man in the squardon forma-
tion. From this position he had few opportunities to
engage the enemy, as the chief function of the wing man

was to protect the element or fl ight leader. Junior
officers were usual ly assigned the wing position and
moved up to element (two planes) or fl ight (four planes)
leadership as the older pi lots were ki I led or completed
tours of duty and returned to the United States.

McKennon was promoted to lst Lieutenant in September
1943, and by January 1944 he was considered experienced
enough to I ead combat f I i ghts. Wi th th i s advancement
he was ready to participate in a significant way in the
Air Forcer s rrBig l./eekil air of f ensive against the Luf t-
waffe which started on l9 February 1944. (The main ob-
jective of the I'Big Weekrreffort was to knock out the
German Ai r Force and took the form of bomber attacks on
ai rcraft factories whi le Al I ied fighters destroyed the
defenders in the air. The operation was successful in
forcing a German strategy change. During the succeed-
ing months the Luftwaffe refused to commit itself to
ful I scale opposition to the dayl ight bombing campaign.
Instead, it would offer only token resistance to some

missions, then concentrate heavy opposition to others.)
0n Sunday, 20 February Lt McKennon blasted an FW 190

from 200 yards astern and I'the pilot bailed out" over the
German city of Marienburg. Two days later he damaged
an FW 190 in a wild VJorld War l-type dogfight over Kob-
lenz and then maneuvered in such a manner as to cause
an Me 109 to crash. 0n Friday, 2! February 1944, young
McKennon was to score his third kill of the week and his
fourth total victory when, as leader of a fl ight, he
sent an Fl./ 190 crash i ng a I i tt I e south of Luxembourg.
0n the same day the Squadron 0perational Diary commented
that McKennon 'ris going pretty hot lately but he deser-
ves alI credit for he does know his flying."

The 25 February I'ki I l" was to be McKennonrs last
combat mission in the P-47. During late February and
early March the 4th Fighter Group began the transition
to the fighter pi lotrs dream plane, the P-ll Mustang.
Sorrhot" was the Fort Smith f lyer during the preceding
weeks that he was chosen to conduct the G-Suit (gravity
suit enabl ing pi lots to make tighter turns without
"blacking out") experiments with the new aircraft. For
several days in late February the inhabitants of Debden
were treated to a real acrobatic show as "Mac", wearing
the experimental suit, put the new machine through its
paces. Toward the end of the month the 335th Fighter
Squadron and its parent group completed the change-over
to the Mustang. McKennon named his P-!l RIDGE RUNNER

and under the name on the side of his plane was painted
an angry, snorting Arkansas razorback.

The 'rDebden Terrors" now had their 'rseven league
boots.rr The P-!l was capable of ranging deep into Ger-
many and with auxi I iary tanks could fly completely ac-
ross central Europe to Russian bases. (The 4tn fighter
Group escorted the rrheavies" on one shuttle bomb raid
to Russia in June 1944.) On 4 March 1944 Col Don Blakes-
lee Ied the first U. S. fighters over the German capital,
an event which convinced Herman Goering that Germany had
lost the war. @ McKennon was forced to turn back
from that historic mission when his wing man developed
engine trouble over Holland and had to be escorted back
to England.

Although keenly disappointed at missing the fi rst
Berl in show, Pierce and RIDGE RUNNER did not have to
wait long to seerrBig 8", as the sprawling city on the
Spree River was called. 0n 5 March he was one of 48 4th
Fighter Group pilots to escort the bombers back to Ber-
I in. The reception was warml Stung by having thei r
capital city assaultedrthe Hun airmen threw every fighter
available into the air to turn back the Americans. The

result was a blazing dogfight over the very heart of the
city. The chatter of .50 caliber machine guns and 20mm

cannons, the howl of straining ai rcraft engines, the
sight of crippled planes streaming flame and smoke, the
rain of debris from exploding bombers and fighters, sc-
companied by the white canopies of young Germans and Am-

ericans parachuting to safety, must have been a tremen-
dous show to those Ber'liners who dared to expose them-
selves to watch. McKennon described it laconically in
his Flight Log Book as the "biggest show I have ever
seen--Jerries al I over the place--got an Me 109--he hit
the deck.rr His Combat Report, however, gave a more com-
p I ete descr i pt i on of the dest ruct i on of the a i rcraft
which made him an ace with five ki I ls. The Combat Re-
port read:

I was flying Green 3 in Greenbelt. The section was
climbing to get to some smoke trails at I orclock to
the bombers. When from the port side we saw about
50 plus coming in on the bombers. l/e jettisoned our
wing tanks and started diving on them. From then on
out the section was split. An Me 109 came over me

about 500 feet and started turning toward me. I

pulled up in a steep turn and got on his tail. He

started diving and I fol lowed giving him a short
burst. I got strikes on the cockpit, engine and
wing roots. He started smoking rather badly going
toward Berlin. I got a dead line astern shot and got
in some more strikes. He led me right down over the
airdrome which was Templehof. I have never seen so
many Jerry A/C as I saw there. They were in the
ci rcuit and some taking off. I fol lowed this guy
right over the drome and gave him another short burst
when making a port turn. lt was at about 500 feet
in this port turn that he flicked on his back, went
in and exploded over at one edge of the airdrome.
I pul led up and started after another 109 but due to
oil all over my windscreen, he got away.
The whole mi ss ion requi red a I i tt I e less than four

and one-half hours during which the ex-Razorback had
flown 6OO miles to Berlin, fought in an epic air battle,
and returned to his base in England. Later, € tired but
happy Arkansan watched as his ground crew careful ly
oainted a fifth German cross on the nose of RIDGE RUNNER.

German fighter plane strength reached alarming pro-
portions in the spring of 1!44rand it was obvious,to
almost every mi I itary strategist, this force would have
to be knocked out before any invasion of the continent
could be undertaken. Thus, the Eighth Air Force had
embarked on an offensive to destroy the Luftwaffe in the
ai r and on the vine. American fighter units picked
fights with the German Air Force at every opportunity and
the recently-beefed-up bomber command proceeded to con-
cent rate on a i rcraft factor i es to prevent rep I acements .

Consequently, February, March and Apri I of 1944 were to be

the great days for the AAF fighters. Hun fighters were
sti I I plentiful and fought ferociously to protect their
aircraft factories. The end result of the dual campaign
was defeat for the Germans, with the official Air Force
history concluding that "the air battles did more to
defeat the Luftwaffe than did the destruction of the
aircraft factories.'r @

In the blazing ai r battles of the spring, the 4th
Fighter Group was to score heavi ly and became the first
U.S. group to pass the 500 victory mark. Pierce McKen-
non was to play a large role in running up this impres-
sive score. 0n 2l March McKennon, now a fl ight comman-
der, shot down over Bordeaux an Fl/ 190 whose rrpilot
bai led out.rr Early in the afternoon of 29 March rrMacrl

led his fl ight i nto an ai r engagement over Brunswick,
Germany. In a twisting, turning dogfight that started
at 19,000 feet and ended at 51000 feet, Pierce knocked
down an Me 109 for his seventh air kill. His own air-
craft was sl ightly damaged by the wreckage of the ex-
ploding German fighter. I^/hile escorting a Fortress
formation on 8 April, McKennon became involved rrin the
biggest fight I have ever been in." His Combat Report
read :

I was f lying Greenbelt I^/hite 3 when we saw a large
f ormat ion of about 85 p I us A/C f I y i ng SI^/ about 2000
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feet below us. They passed under us, headed for
the bombers, getting a few before we got tangled
with them. I cannot give a very coherent descrip-
tion because it was the first fight like it I have
ever been in. FW l90s were al I over the place and
every time I turned around I started shooting. I

made attacks on about five different l90s; one of
which I got strikes on.

Then glancing over to one s ide of the fight, Pierce
not iced an Ff,/ 190 and a P-51 locked in combat and d ived
to the rescue. Swinging in at a sharp angle he "clob-
bered" the German 'rpretty goodrr and watched him "hit
and litter a field with pieces.rr 0n the following
day Pierce shared in the destruction of two Junkers 88
bombers on the Lingen-Plantlune Airdrome. One day later,
while escorting the rrBig Friendsrr on a raid in the
Tours, France area McKennon spotted several enemy air-
craft on the Romorantin airfield and roared down in a

strafing run. Crossing the field at 400 mph he watched
his machine gun tracers rip into an unidentified single
engine aircraft, but the intense anti-aircraft fire
made it impossible to confi rm a victory.

McKennonrs ninth aerial victory, an FW 190 fighter
over Schwe i nfurt, descr i bed at the beg i nn i ng of th i s
article, occurred on ll Apri l. Ai r victory number ten
was represented by a new model "long-nosedrr Ft'/ l!0,
shot down fron 2i,000 feet in the Rhine Canal area on

the afternoon of l8 Apri l. Ki I I number I I came next
morning when McKennonrrgot strikes all around the cock-
pit and wing roots" of a si lver-colored Messerschmitt
fighter "and parts went flying in every di rection."
I'Pretty good for an old beat-up piano player", he elat-
edly wrote his brother a day or so later. Few would
have disouted his statement.

On 23 April 1944 McKennon was promoted to the rank
of captain and although he had been overseas a long
time and had more than enough missions to qual ify for
rotation back to the United States, he was eager to
continue combat flying. "We are having some sweet
fights with the Huns and it is the biggest thri ll in
the whole world", he had written his mother in early
April. Still later that month he wrote, "lt will be

quite a whi le before I come home because by staying
my chance for advancement is much better." About the
same time he informed John Earl "l would like to be

enjoying some of that good old Arkansas weather...[Uut]
am just beginning to rol I up a fai r score." Apparently
his plans were paying off, for in May he wrote that he

expected a promotion to major as he was then serving
as squaoron operations officer--a position cal I ing for
that rank. lndeed, Pierce wasrrgetting to be an old
timer'in the 335th, since many of the old Eagle Squad-
ron boys were being transferred back to the Zone of the
Interior or were being lost in combat.

Late in June 1944 Captain McKennon, veteran of 140

combat sorties and wearing the Distinguished Flying
Cross and the Air Medal (each with three oak leaf clus-
ters), returned to Fort Smith for a l0-day rest leave.
Although Pierce may have hoped to spend the time relax-
ing with his family and friends, he was soon caught up

in civic club luncheons, newsPaPer interviews and
publ ic adulation. As an ai r ace with l3 official ki I ls
and five others damaged to his credit, he was a real
I ive hero. lt was only natural that the handsome, wavy-
haired youth would attract attention.

Without a doubt, the young captain could have re-
mained in the United States as an instructor in the
fighter training program, but the combat magnet pul led
him back to England. Certainly, men of his experience
were needed in positions of leadership in operational
squadrons. t/hether it was a desire for more combat,
advancement, or simply a sense of duty, McKennon return-
ed to the 4th Fighter Group early in August and on 22

August was made commander of his old unit, the 335th
Fighter Squadron. 0n 2! August he flew his first sortie
in nearly four months, when he led his squadron in an

escort mission to Schwerin, Germany. Two days later he
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flew a mission to Liege in Belgium--both flights were
uneventful.

Captain McKennonrs third operational fl ight as a

squadron commander came close to being his last one,
when on 28 August 1944 he was shot down by flak near
Neuwei ler, France, some 20 mi les behind enemy I ines.
For three weeks he was listed as rrmissing in action.r'

Since the Normandy invasion in June, the 4tn fighter
Group, like most other fighter groups in the Eighth and

Ninth Air Forces, had been engaged in strafing German

trucks, trains and canal traffic in an effort to para-
I yze German armi es and i sol ate the batt I ef i el d areas.
The fateful mission on which McKennon was shot down was

such an operation. Spotting several locomotives in the
Sarreburg marshal l ing yards I'Mac" had Ied the 335tn
down to the attack and within a few minutes two of the
locomotives had blown up and l3 others had been severly
damaged. As the Mustangs zoomed away from the smoking
marshalling yards, Piercers RIDGE RUNNER was hit by light
anti-ai rcraft fire. A few minutes later his engine quit
and the Arkansan was forced to bail out from an altitude
of I,OOO feet. Members of his squadron ci rcl ing thei r
downed commander saw him land in a plowed field, quickly
unbuckle his chute, and run into a nearby woods,

After hiding in the woods for several hours, McKen-

non spotted a French farmer working in a field a few
hundred yards away. Risking the possibi I ity that the
Frenchman might turn him over to the German authorities,
Pierce ventured over to where the farmer was laboring.
The Frenchmanrs first expressionrrr0hl Amerlcan", was a

friendly one and in a matter of an hour he put the pilot
in contact with "Paul" who was a youthful and active
member of the French Underground. "Paul" proceeded to
hide the American in a cave under the city dump. In the
cave there was a board to sleep on and plenty of wine
and cheese. Brush was pi led over the entrance to the
cave to make it more difficult for German patrols to
find. ln a few days, after the German search for the
dovuned airman subsideci, Pierce was provided with civil-
ian clothes along with fake identification papers and
moved to an attic in the home of an elderly school tea-
cher. 0n being asked by the teacher if there was any-
thing special he needed, Pierce replied, rrYes, a bath.'l
A wash tub was filled and the pilot was told he could
bathe in the kitchen where he would be I'alone." However,
it was not long before there was a knock at the door and

McKennon discovered that "alone'r meant with the teacher,
his wife and a neighbor woman as spectators. After re-
maining doubled up in the tub for several minutes, Pierce
final ly stood up and completed his bath. @

For the next several weeks McKennon hid during the
day and assisted the Maquis in their sabotage activities
at night. At the end of the war he was awarded the
French Croix de Guerre for his action with the under-
ground movement. Toward the middle of September, when

it appeared the Germans were at the point of discovering
his hiding p1ace, Pierce and two other downed Al lied
pi lots were moved to a deep salt mine nearby. lt was

necessary to descend several hundred feet into the mine
by rope ladder and the stay in this location was far
from comfortable. Fortunately, the underground was

able to get the flyers through the lines and back to
England in a few days. (Only a few hours after Pierce
wai moved from the salt mine a stray bomb from an Ameri-
can bomber dropped down the shaft and completely destroy-
ed the mi ne. )

Captain McKennon reported back to his squadron on

22 September, and a week later was restored to his former
position as Squadron Commander and given a new RIDGE

RUNNER. One of his first actions after returning to
England was to write his mother, who had been notified
in August of his being missing. rtDonrt worry about mer',

he said, "because I am in fine shape and donrt have a

scratch on me....l got to see a lot of France and learn-
ed a l ittle French." A month later he confessed to his
mother that, rrl thought being shot down would break my

nerves and I wouldntt ever be any good for combat flying
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anymore--but it did the very opposite. I feel better
and have more nerve than I ever had. Personally I donrt
think my nerves will ever break--they are too good for
that .'l

During October-November-December l9l+4 the 4tn fight-
er Group continued the routine escorting of B-l7s and
B-24s deep into Germany, where, if no air opposition
was met, the fighters continued to drop down to tree top
level to strafe airdromes and surface transportation.
ln fact, during the fall and winter of 1944-45 the Luft-
waffe seldom challenged the AAF P-47 and P-51 fighters
in the air--instead they conserved their strength to
attack the bombers when and if they could catch them
unescorted. McKennonrs mission reports during this per-
iod read like a tourist guide of Germany--Berlin, Gies-
sen, Hamburg, Cologne, Mainz, Leipzig, Koblenz, Merse-
burg, Munster and Dresden were only a few cities visited
with destruct ion. Hi s sole ai r victory during these
months was an FW 190 shot down some l0 miles south of
Bonn on Christmas Day.

In the opening months of 1945 tfre fighter forces
were frequently turned loose in grand free-lance, low-
level missions to seek out and destroy Hitlerrs remain-
ing air forces. To encc'Jrage strafing attacks on flak-
infested ai rfields the Eighth Ai r Force had some time
earl ier started the pract ice of giving 'rki I lsrr for air-
craft destroyed on the ground. Strafing had long been
considered the most dangerous of al I air operations, and
many of the great aces of the war were lost in low-level
attack.

0n l8 March 1945 Major Pierce McKennon, only recent-
ly promoted, was involved in one of the most unusual in-
cidents of the Second World War. He was leading the
335th Fighter Squadron in an attack on Prenzlau Airdrome,
some 40 miles from Berlin, when flak suddenly blanketed
the sky. Pierce felt his plane lurch violently to one
side and hastily checked the cockpit for signs of troub-
le. A single glance at the instrument panel revealed
that the engine oi I pressure had dropped to zero. This
meant one thing--the engine had been hit by flak, and it
would be only a matter of moments until he would have to
crash land or bail out. Flak had knocked him out of the
sky the previous summer, and he simply could not believe
that I ightning could strike twice in the same place.
"! have had my bad luck....I will be okay from here onrr,
he had then reasoned. The smell of smoke and burning
oi I quickly dispel led his momentary disbel ief and con-
vinced him of his danger. Drawing on his earlier exper-
ience in bailing out over enemy territory, Pierce maneu-
vered away from the populated area near the airfield.

Lt George Green sitting in the lap of Major Pierce Mc-
Kennon at the end of the sensational air rescue of l8
March 1945. (Courtesy of Mrs. P. D. McKennon)

At 4,000 feet he pulled back the cockpit canopy and pre-
pared to jump.

"l almost kiIled myself", he wrote his mother, "get-
ting out of the aircraft--l got caught on something in
the cockpit when I was only half way out. The plane
was in a dive and the slipstream was so strong that it
held me against the fuselage. The plane was going
straight down when I tore myself loose. I figured right
then that this was my last ride because of the position
I was in it was 99 times out of a hundred that I would
hit the tail and you canrt do that and live. Anyway, as
luck would have it, I missed the tail by a couple of
inches--my chute opened 0K and the landing wasnrt too
hard.rl

Picking himself up from the ground and struggl ing to
get out of his chute, McKennon became vaguely aware of
a Mustang trying to land on the narrow little meadow
into which he had parachuted. 0n the third attempt the
fighter plane touched down and skidded to a stop only a

few yards from McKennon. The engine continued to idle
at low RPM as the bubble cockpit canopy sl id back. f'/hen

the pilot stood up and motioned to him to run to the
plane, McKennon saw that it was his wing man, Lt George
Green of t/hittier, California. Sprinting up to the Mus-
tang, Pierce watched Green shed his flying gear to make
room for a second man in the cramped little cockpit of
the single seater. No word passed between them as both
knew what was being attempted was absolutely forlridden
in every Air Force rule book. For Green it probably
would mean a court martial if successful--a German prison
camp if unsuccessful. (p

McKennon released the wing tanks to lighten the
plane and reached into the cockpit to adjust the wing
flaps for short take off. Meanwhi Ie, Green stood on
the wing keeping a watchful eye on a German factory a
few hundred yards away. As the smal ler of the two men,
Green would have to sit in McKennonrs lap and attempt
to fly the plane. The whole rescue effort was made even
more precarious as several German soldiers, armed with
machine guns and accompanied by police dogs, c€rm€ FUn-
ning toward the two Americans. However, one of the 22
pilots circling above quickly ended that threat by div-
ing down to strafe the approaching Huns. Now with both
pi lots squeezed into the I ittle fighter, Green shoved on
maximum power and prayed that they could clear the trees
which I ined the tiny field. Just as it seemed that the
Mustang would certainly crash, it groaned into the air
and hurdled the trees by inches. But the unbelievable
rescue effort was far from over--it was still 500 miles
back across Germany, Hol land and the North Sea to Eng-
land and safety. Heavy rain and poor visibi I ity below
151000 feet forced Green to climb to high altitude. 0n
one occasion during the climb McKennon lost conscious-
ness due to lack of oxygen. After that the two pilots
alternated in using the single oxygen mask. Two and a

half hours later the cramped and exhausted pair landed
at Debden. rrl./hat that boy did for me has been done only
three times this war successfully", Pierce wrote a few
days later. He added in the same letter, "f{e were both
lucky, especially myself. I shall never be able to
repay George although I am going to do everything in
my power for him. I am getting him a D.F.C. for it and
will promote him to Captain.rl

0n 9 Apri I 1945, only three weeks after his sensa-
tional rescue, Major McKennon, flying his third RIDGE
RUNNER, led his squadron in one of the classic airdronre-
strafing sorties of the European war. Having brolcen an
uneventful escort of B-l7s in a raid on Neuburg at the
scheduled time and place, McKennon led his unit toward
Munich in search of grounded ai rcraft. Flying at 5,000
feet, a reconnaissance disclosed some 5O of the enenryrs
carefully hoarded planes parked along a road and among
trees in the Munich-Brunnthal area. Although he had
twice previously been forced to bail out of a flak-dam-
aged plane into enemy-held territory whi le participating
in strafing operations, Major McKennon personally elected
to test the fire from defensive gun positions before
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Major McKennon discusses the 9 April 1945 strafing mis-
sion against the Munich-Brunnthal Ai rfield with his
.r.*.hi"f, Sgt Joe Sills. Hetd destroyed two Ju 52s
and an l4e 4t O on the ground. (Mrs. P. D. McKennon)

leading the squadron down to attack. He made three
lone passes at the field, in which he destroyed two en-
emy aircraft, and was then joined by the rest of his
mates. Before the operation ended, the 335th Fighter
Squadron had destroyed l4 German aircraft and damaged

15 others. 0f this number, McKennon claimed two Ju 52

transports and one Me 410 fighter destroyed and a third
Ju 52 damaged. This ran his total victory list to I7
destroyed and another eight damaged.

Pierce McKennon flew his last combat mission of the
war when, on 16 April, he participated in a 4th Fighter
Group strafing attack on a German airdrome in the Prag-
uer Czechoslovakia area. Prior to attacking the parked
aircraft on the ground, one squadron circled at 4r000
feet to draw flak and spot the locations, whi le the
others, after an interval of one minute, swept in line
abreast at tree top level on their strafing run. As

the attention of the anti-aircraft gunners was concen-
trated on the squadron circl ing above, the I ine abreast
attack at deck level caught them completely by surprise.
Within a few minutes the .50 caliber machine guns of
the Mustangs had converted the airdrome into an inferno.
Approximately lO0 Hun planes were destroyed with a loss
of only a half dozen AAF fighters. This smashing suc-
cess ran the 4tn fighter Group score over the 1,000
mark and made it the top American group in the Second
t/orld t/ar. McKennonrs share of the Prague massacre in-
cluded two Dornier Do 217 bombers and one unidentified
twi n-engine transport destroyed, and one Me 410 fi ghter
badly damaged. For al I his success on this final miss-
ion, the Arkansan came close to paying for it with his
life, when on his sixth firing pass he was hit by an

explosive shell. He described his narrow escape in a

letter to his brother:
t/hile straf ing an airdrome a Jerry gunner put a

2Omm explosive shell in my cockpit. I got shell
fragments al I over the right side of my face and

a small hole in my right forehead. Luckily my

eyes were missed. I bled like a stuck hog but man-
aged to get my ship back to friendly territory and
I and.
Three weeks after the Prague mission the war with

Germany came to an end with Pierce McKennonrs score
standing at 20 aircraft destroyed (12 of these. in the
air) and nine others damaged. He had flown 204 combat
sorties, 550 operational hours, and had earned the Dis-
tinguished Flying Cross (with four clusters), the Air
Medal (with l5 clusters), the Purple Heart and the
French Croix de Guerre. Indeed, he was one of the top
u. s. Air Force f ighter pilots of the second ly'orld t/ar.
Even to McKennonrs ou/n demanding standards he had proved
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RIDGE RUNNER | | I with each of Major McKennonrs 20 vic-
tories symbolized by a German cross. The two small
parachutes over the back of the Razorback hog indicate
i''i, t*o, forced bai l-outs. (Morgan Aviation Books)

conclusivelythattheflyinginstructoratHicksField,
Texas, had been wrong in '\^rashing him out" ": ? f lying
cadet. Pernaps in the end he was even gratefu,l for the
whole sad episode, for it had channeled him through the
RCAF and the careful training by RAF combat veterans.

l,JiththeendofthewarMajorMcKennonremainedin
Europe with the Army of Occupation. rrlt is a good break
for someone with intentions of staying in the army--
and, of courser You know that is my desire", he-explain-
ed io his mother. He continued to command the 335th
Fighter Squadron until 22 September 1945 when he was

maie the gperations Officer of the 368th Fighter Group
'i n St raub i ng, Germany . Dur i ng the next severa I months

his duties were varied and a little "boring" but he did
have time to see much of western Europe and learned a

I ittle of the German language Professor Lussky had tried
to teach him at the University of Arkansas' In Apri I

1945 he returned to Fort Smith for a 30-day leave before
reporting to his new assignment at Luke Field (near Phoen-

ix), Arizona.
DuringthenextseveralmonthsMajorMcKennonserved

as a f ighier inst ructor at Luke and I/i I I iams F ields,
Arizona. Much of his time was spent in flying P-!1 

'p-r+7-"ia p-AO (one of America's first jet fighters) ai r-
craft. In January 1947, McKennon, now a regular Air
Force officer, was transferred to Randolph Field, Texas

to instruct aviation cadets. He was not happy in this
type of work and worked hard to get an assignment to a

tact i ca I f i ghter squadron . "Macil had demonst rated re-
markable courage in aerial combat against enemy fighters
buthadoncesaidrperhapshalf-jokinglyr''Therearetwo
things I fear--flak and student pi lots'r' Ut Flak was

to kiock him down twice and force him down a third time
during the war. A student pi lot would ki I I him'

0; l8 June Maj or Pi erce t^/i nn i ngham McKennon, the
26-year-old f lyin-g ace who had miraculously escaped death
manytimesduring|./orldWarIl,waskilledinthecrash
of a training plin" soru l5 miles northeast of San Anton-
io, Texas. At the time of the accident, he was riding
as a check pi lot with a student engaged in practicing
"forced landings." Apparently, the engine of the AT-5

trainer quit whi le near the ground, and the plane stal led
and rrspun" into a field. Both pi lots were ki I led by the
i mpact .

At 2 PM Monday, 2l June 1947, Major McKennon was

buried with ful I mi I itary honors at Forest Park cemetery

in Fort Smith. As the honor guard stood at attention,
six P-!l Mustangs dipped over the grave in a last salute
to the flyer who nad served his country so *9.11' As

Plato wrote over two thousand years before, "0nly the
dead have seen the end of war.rt At last Pierce McKennon



Page 212

was home from the wars.
When the Air Force considered renaming Little Rock

Air Force Base in the 1950s, Pierce McKennonrs name was

seriously considered. However, since the names of sev-
eral other Arkansas heroes were submitted to the Air
Force Memorial ization Committee, no action was taken.
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tion Books, 1946), p 9. For one of the best general
histories of this Group see Kenn Rust, "Fourth But
Fi rst : History of the 4th Fighter l^/ingr', {!r Power

Historian (January 1962), pp 2l-34.
@ Letter, Ralph Pulsifer, Col AGD, Adj. Gen. to
Commanding Officer, 4tn fighter Group, I Apri I 1943.
This letter is in McKennon's personal 201 fi le.
@ Hall, looo DESTRoYED, p 13.
O tbid, p 16.

@ Southwest American (Fort Smith, Ark.), l8 0ctober
19l-3. In his Fl ight Log Book, McKennon stated the dive
was 500 mph which is a more likely figure. See entry for
r 6 May 1943.
0) After the war Goering confessed that the day he

first saw red-nosed Mustangs over Berl in was the day "l
knew the jig was up." See Hall, 1000 DESTROYED, p 90.
@ Craven and Cate, THE ARMY AIR F0RCES, I ll, p 63.

@ Escape narrative in McKennon records. There is a

letter from a Paul Bodot in the McKennon file and it
seems likely that he is the'tPaul" of the escape effort.
@ looo DESTR0YED, pp 264-65.
@ lnterview by the author with Mrs. P. D. McKennon,
Fort Smith, Arkansas, 22 August 1963.

OTHER SOURCES: Letters from Pierce McKennon to Mrs.
Parma D. McKennon , John Ear I McKennon and Dr. J. \^/.

Hickman in the McKennon col lection at 216 North 2lst
Street, Fort Smi th, Arkansas.
Authorrs interview with Mrs. P.

Arkansas.
0perational Diary of the 335th
F i ghter Group.
Pi erce McKennonrs Combat Reports.
Pierce McKennonrs personal U. S. Army 201 fi le, in the
hands of his mother.
Pi erce McKennon's f I i ght I og book.

ABOUT THE AUTH0R: James J. Hudson, of 721 N. Ashwood

Avenue, Fayetteville, Arkansas, earned his BA and MA

degrees at the University of Arkansas and his Ph.D. in
history at the University of California. He is present-
Iy a professor of history at the University of Arkansas,
special izing in mi I itary history. His most recent work
is a combat history of the Air Service in the First
World War. During \^/orld l^/ar ll he f lew with the 350th
Fighter Group in the Mediterranean Theater of Operations
and completed l9l missions in P-39s, P-38s and P-47s.

D. McKennon, Fort Smith,

F i ghter Squadron, 4th

TIRST A.A.1I.S. STUDY
The year 1967 will mark two significant firsts for

the Society. In January, Aero Publ ishers wi I I release
the first historical effort named to carry our endorse-
ment as an A.A.H.S. Study. Secondly, it marks the fi rst
book by our Editor, Kenn C. Rust.

Kennrs book, THE 9th AIR F0RCE lN I/0RLD l^/AR | | , is
an in-depth study of the origins, operations, men and
units that gave this numbered air force its significance
in the ultimate victory in Europe. Kenn, a longtime
I{orld l/ar ll historian and special ist, has compi led the
book with the help of three other Society Members.
George J. Letzter researched and wrote the section on
fighters in the European Theater of Operations, and
James J. Grygier and Richard Groh produced some 56 air-
craft drawings. The over 200-page book, to be priced
at $10.00, also contains 270 photographs, many of which
have never been publ ished before.

In addition to the operational history, the Iast
!/ pages are devoted to a detai led description of the
markings of all 9th Air Force planes, in the North Af-
rican Desert as wel I as in Europe.

I think it is particularly fitting that we put the
A.A.H.S. seal on this effort of Kennrs. I also think
it is important that we continue this practice as other
efforts are cualified to receive this accolade. The
8th Air Force has probably been over documented, and
this book should provide the W\^/ ll reader with equal
coverage on another key air force, not only with the
organic and operational aspects but with badly needed
detai I s on the gthrs ai rcraft and thei r marki ngs.

Congratulations to Kenn and to Aero Publ ishers.
R. L. BIiss

SPECIAlISTS
Subsequent to the listing of Aircraft Specialists in

the Spring and Summer issues of the J0URNAL this year,
six additional Special istshave been named. They are
I isted below along with the type of ai rcraft on which
they are special izing.

Beech 35 Bonanza -- Charles M. Hayes, l6l Shabbona Dr,
Park Forest, lll. 60466.

Bel I P-59A -- Ronald D. Neal, fJ22 Plaza Lane, tdichita,
Kansas 57206.

Dougl as DC-3/C-47 -- Stan Wi lkinson, 164 North Hyde Rd,
Hayes, Mi dd I esex, Eng I and.

Fokker D-Vl l/D-Vl | | -- Peter M. Bowers, 13826 Des Moines
Way, Seattle, \{ashington 98158.

Fokker Un i versa I /Super Un i versa | -- W. Ross Ri chardson,
82 Pardo Avenue, Pointe Clarie, Quebec, Canada.

Grumman TBFITBM -- Gary R. Farrar, 6948 8th Ave North,
St Petersburg, Flori da 33710.

Three Special ists have had address changes (or cor-
rections) during the year. Their new addresses are:
Boeing B-47 -- I^/i lliam T. Y'Blood, 628 E. Kelso Street,

Inglewood, Cal ifornia.
Northrop P-61 -- Garry R. Pape, 5748 Interceptor St,

Los Angeles, California 90045.
Thomas Morse Scouts -- Franl< Strnad, Box 173, Northport,

Long lsland, New York I 1768.
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