Flyin’ Free with Team Three

General Carl Spaatz

Approximately one year ago, I was fortunate to see a squadron cadet promoted to c/Colonel.  We were later to find out that the cadet was the youngest female cadet ever to be a recipient of the General Carl Spaatz award.  That was quite an honor for her, her parents, the squadron and the Arkansas Wing.  Following the ceremony, other than what was mentioned on the certificate, I actually knew very little of the man whose name is associated with this award.  I began a search for the man known as General Carl Spaatz.

The man had a very illustrious military career.  He was born in 1891.  He graduated from West Point in the year 1914, receiving his commission in the U.S. Army infantry.  A year later he entered flight training, becoming one of the youngest army pilots in 1916.  During WW I, he was credited with shooting down three German aircraft.  Following WWI, he served in several operational staff and command positions, being promoted to Major in July 1920.

A story that always intrigued me about General Spaatz and his military career happened in 1929 in Los Angles California.  At that time, Colonel Spaatz was the commander of the 1st Bombardment Wing at Rockwell Field California.  Over a few drinks one evening, he and then, Captain Ira C. Eaker got into a discussion about the possibility of transferring aviation fuel from one aircraft to another in flight.  As the evening wore on, as the story goes, it was decided to put into motion their plan.  The mission would be accomplished with two single engine Fokker aircraft.  The following day Colonel Spaatz advised his ground crew to begin modifying the two aircraft for the mission.  The tanker aircraft was to have a hole cut in the bottom of the fuselage, large enough for a man to stand over and pour aviation fuel from a five gallon can, into a funnel, through a hose to the receiving aircraft.  The receiver aircraft was to have a hole cut in the top of the fuselage, again large enough for a man to stand in, in order to receive the hose and begin receiving fuel.  The mission peeked the interest of the local news media.  When asked how long did they believe that they could stay airborne, Colonel Spaatz answered, “That’s the question” During the night, ground crews painted a huge question mark on the side of the aircraft.  From then on, the aircraft was known as the Question Mark.  At sunrise, on the morning of January 1st 1929, Colonel Spaatz and Captain Eaker took off to establish the world’s first endurance record for an aircraft.  Colonel Spaatz and Captain Eaker took turns flying the aircraft and handling the refueling.  They would establish an endurance record of 150 hours and 40 minutes.  The aircraft landed the morning of January 7th.

During the morning of January 6th during a refueling, due to turbulence, the fuel hose was pulled from Colonel Spaatz’s hand and he and the aircraft were drenched in aviation fuel.  Following the completion of the refueling, Colonel Spaatz began to suffer medically from being drenched in fuel.  It was decided that Colonel Spaatz would parachute out of the aircraft over the field, and let Captain Eaker continue until he was required to land due to fuel exhaustion.  But perseverance paid off and at the next refueling that evening, as the receiving aircraft approached from beneath the tanker, the crewmember handling the refueling noticed that Colonel Spaatz was ready to receive the hose and begin refueling.  Only the picture was different, Colonel Spaatz was totally nude, with the exception of wearing a parachute.  The refueling went like clock work.  As previously mentioned, the Question Mark landed the following morning, marking the world’s first in-flight refueling mission.

I now have a greater appreciation for the man whose name appears on the General Carl Spaatz certificate.  During WW II, General Spaatz was recognized by Dwight Eisenhower and Omar Bradley to be the best combat leader in the European theater.  General Spaatz was recognized as a ‘doer’ and a problem solver.  Not to unlike the staff at the 2003 Southwest Region Staff College.  Thanks for your insight and help.
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