
 

 

Interview with Joseph C. Cline, USNRF 

 

Place:  Coronado, California 

 

Date:   14 September 1969 
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Q.  Mr. Cline, what does USNRF mean? 

 

Mr. Cline:  That means United States Naval Reserve Forces, a designation in 

World War I for all reserve officers. 

 

Q:  When did you first become interested in the Navy? 

 

Mr. Cline:  I had spent four years in the Illinois Naval Militia at that time.  I 

knew that war was about to be declared.  I was in Cleveland and I came back 

to Chicago to go to war with my old outfit, the Illinois Naval Militia of the first 

division. 

While there, I understood from Captain Evers, who was our commanding 

officer, that there were appointments being given to ten people from Chicago 

to take up flying at Pensacola.1 

 

Q:  What year was this? 

 

Mr. Cline:  This was 1917. 

He asked me if I would be interested in it and I said I'd think it over. 

About this time Commander Costello, who was in the medical corps and was 

the medical officer at the recruiting station in Chicago at that time, came along 

and said, "Cline, you'd be a good student for aviation.12  You've been interested 

in automobiles all of your life."  At that time, I'd been working for the Packard 

Motor Car Company. 

                                                           
1Captain Edward A. Evers, USNRF. 
2Lieutenant Commander Charles A. Costello, NNV. 



 

He said, "I have this appointment to attend from Chicago.  If you'd like 

to go, be down at the recruiting office tomorrow morning at 8:00 and I'll see 

what I can do for you.  If you pass the examination, I'll recommend that you 

go to Pensacola for flight training." 

 

Q:  How old were you then? 

 

Mr. Cline:  I was 22 years old. 

I thought it over.  Captain Evers said, "This is a great opportunity for 

you, Cline.  Aviation is the coming thing, so I suggest that you take advantage 

of this opportunity. 

So the next morning at 8:00 I was down at the recruiting station in 

Chicago. 

 

Q:  Do you remember the address then? 

 

Mr. Cline:  No, I don't.  It was Randolph Street somewhere. 

Dr. Costello introduced me to Lieutenant Van der Veer, who was then in 

charge of the recruiting at the recruiting station.3  I gave him my qualifications 

and recommendations.  That was 8:00 in the morning.  I had finished the 

physical examination about 10:00.  At 4:30 that afternoon, I was on my way to 

Pensacola for flight training. 

 

Q:  Do you remember what kind of a physical exam they gave you? 

 

Mr. Cline:  The general Navy physical examination.  It was nothing 

outstanding other than what they gave all recruits for the Navy at that time. 

 

Q:  Nothing special for aviators at that time? 

 

Mr. Cline:  They didn't know what it was all about. 

 

                                                           
3Lieutenant Norman R. Van der Veer, USN. 
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Q:  They didn't test your sense of equilibrium? 

 

Mr. Cline:  No, they just gave me the regular physical examination.  Aviation 

medicine wasn't thought of in those days.  It was new to everybody. 

So I was on my way to Pensacola that afternoon at 4:00. 

 

Q:  Ten of you? 

 

Mr. Cline:  No, I went down alone.  Some of them went on a draft a little later.  

They hadn't recruited all ten applications from Chicago. 

 

Q:  Were you the first one? 

 

Mr. Cline:  I think I was, yes. 

At that time they allocated so many recruits for naval aviation.  There 

was no cadet status in those days, we all enlisted as landsman for 

quartermaster.  The pay was $17.60 a month.  (That's the lowest rank in the 

Navy, landsman for anything.) 

When I arrived at Pensacola, there were very few aviators in the Navy.  

I think there were only 21 or 22 aviators in the Navy, all were regular Navy 

officers. 

So at that time, they didn't know exactly what to do with us.  There 

were no ground school provisions for us.  They just dumped us down there.  

"Here we are; here are some students for aviation for you." 

They scurried around a little bit to find out what they could do for us.  

So we started getting some navy indoctrination. 

I was very fortunate, in that I had had these four years training in the 

naval reserve.  I knew how to roll up my clothes, I knew how to salute an 

officer, I knew how to stand at attention, and I knew the manual of arms.  That 

almost turned out to be my "Waterloo." 



 

They made me company commander and I didn't want to do that.  They 

wanted me to stay at Pensacola and train and instruct these recruits. 

Meantime, scuttlebutt got around that the first that asked got to go 

overseas.  I wanted to go overseas and stay with my crowd.  So I didn't become 

very efficient from then on.  Anyway, I got over with the first detachment. 

 

Q:  How many of you were at Pensacola for training at that time? 

 

Mr. Cline:  I think it was about 100, or maybe a little over.  Fifty of them would 

be trained as machinist mates for maintenance and 50 of them would be the 

quartermasters.  The quartermasters were trained as pilots.  Machinist mates 

would be trained as maintenance people, motor mechanics and so forth.  We 

were down there about three weeks. 

 

Q:  Do you remember who the commanding officers were there at Pensacola? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Our flight commander was Lieutenant Cabaniss.4  He was later 

killed at Guantanamo Bay, I believe. 

 

Q:  How large was the station then? 

 

Mr. Cline:  It was quite a station.  It was the only naval air station at that time.  

It was the old navy yard they had taken over at Pensacola.  Since Spanish days, 

the old forts were still in Pensacola. 

It had been a repair base and functioned in many ways throughout those 

years.  The first construction for the Navy was at Hampton Roads, Virginia.  

They moved the whole station, personnel and all, down to Pensacola.  Then 

that became the air station of the Navy at that time. 

 

Q:  Do you remember how many buildings were there? 

 

Mr. Cline:  It was quite an old station.  Our building of the barracks was 

building 45.  This was down at what they called the wet basin. 

                                                           
4Lieutenant Robert W. Cabaniss, USN, Naval Aviator #36, who was killed in a plane crash at 

Navassa Island, West Indies, in March 1927.  Cabaniss Field at Naval Air Station Corpus Christi 

was named in his honor. 
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There must have been 10 buildings, maybe less, at that time.  Hangars, 

the admiral's quarters, officers' quarters, and maintenance shops were there.  It 

was a full fledged navy yard for overhaul. 

 

Q:  And this year was 1917.  How many officers were on the base, do you 

remember, running the joint? 

 

Mr. Cline:  There were only about 22 qualified aviators, and they were taking 

instruction at that time. 

How many people there were and how many the staff consisted of, I 

don't know. 

 

Q:  I wonder who was giving them training.  The first aviators were training 

the others that came along? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Training them as they came along. 

Ellyson was the first naval aviator.5  He got his training at Curtiss School at 

North Island in 1911. 

Towers, also, was one of the first aviators.  Then came Pat Bellinger, Captain 

Mustin, Chevalier, Corry, Sugden.6  The others I've forgotten.  I have a list of 

them somewhere. 

 

Q:  You didn't get any training whatsoever? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We never sat in an American airplane.  We didn't know the theory 

of flight.  They had no facilities for training us the theory of flight.  We had no 

instruction whatsoever, no ground school.  Most of us never even drove an 

automobile. 

                                                           
5Lieutenant Theodore G. Ellyson, USN. 
6Lieutenant (junior grade) Patrick N. L. Bellinger, USN, Naval Aviator #8; Lieutenant Commander 

Henry C. Mustin, USN, Naval Aviator #11; Ensign Godfrey deC. Chevalier, USN, Naval Aviator 

#7; Lieutenant William M. Corry, Jr., USN, Naval Aviator #23; Second Lieutenant of the 

Engineers Charles E. Sugden, USCG Naval Aviator #43. 



 

We'd wander through the hangars in our leisure hours when we weren't 

drilling or studying.  They had nothing for us to study.  We'd take a cylinder of 

an OX-5 engine and draw a sketch.  That would be our afternoon's work as far 

as ground school was concerned. 

 

Q:  Did they have any airplanes then? 

 

Mr. Cline:  They had all types of old airplanes at that time.  Mostly their 

training was on F-boats and N-9s, OX-5 N-9s.7 

 

Q:  How long were you there? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We were there approximately three weeks. 

One day Mr. Cabaniss came out, during the morning formation, and 

said that he wanted volunteers for duty aboard the Neptune and Jupiter.  

Everybody gazed at one another and said, "We're down here for aviation.  We 

don't want to go to sea.  We want to learn to fly."  And nobody volunteered. 

So finally he said, "If nobody volunteers, we'll take you anyway."  I 

looked at a friend of mine, Mac Weddell of Chicago, and I said, "Mac, we'd 

better step forward."  So we stepped forward, along with some of the others.  

Finally they all stepped forward and volunteered aboard the Neptune and 

Jupiter.  We had no idea what it was all about. 

They split the group.  One group went to Baltimore to pick up the 

Neptune, who had been lying there loading flour and grain for over a week for 

                                                           
7The Curtiss F-Boat, one of the first successful flying boats, had a maximum speed of 69 miles per 

hour; the Curtiss N-9, which had a maximum speed of 80 miles per hour, was the Navy's primary 

and advanced seaplane trainer of World War I.  The engines used in N-9s changed from the OX-5 

to the OXX-6, and finally to a 150 horsepower Hispano-Suiza A in an effort to obtain the extra 

boost necessary to lift the heavy central float and stabilizing tip floats. 
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starving allies and the French.  We went aboard the Neptune in Baltimore, and 

the rest went aboard the Jupiterin Hoboken. 

After leaving Baltimore, went to Norfolk and picked up supplies.  We 

had an old boatswain mate, Chuck O'Connor.  We were loading aviation 

supplies and he said, "My goodness, what a way to go to war, chewing gum 

and baseball bats."  And we were on our way. 

 

Q:  Which of those two colliers became the Langley? 

 

Mr. Cline:  The Jupiter.8   

We were 23 days going over, escorted by two destroyers, the Jarvis and 

the Perkins.  We didn't know where we were going until we got to sea.  After 

we got out about five or six days, they told us we were on our way to France. 

The weather was fine all the way over, until we got about three days 

off the French coast.  Then we had a warning that submarines were in the area.  

We were the first ship over and the Germans vowed to get us.  We saw no sight 

of these submarines at all.  We arrived at St. Nazaire on June 6, 1917. 

 

Q:  Can you tell me what you did on the way?  Did you have any training on 

the way over?  Did you have any duties? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We had the regular duties.  We stood watches and kept the ship 

clean like the rest of the crew. 

 

Q:  You did regular duties? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Regular Navy work, yes.  It was very constructive.  We got to know 

the Navy a little better.  A lot of the boys were a bit seasick on this ride. 

 

Q:  What installation was at St. Nazaire? 

 

                                                           
8The collier Jupiter (AC-3) was decommissioned in March 1920, converted into the first U. S. 

aircraft carrier, renamed USS Langley (CV-1), and recommissioned on 20 March 1922. 



 

Mr. Cline:  That was just a seaport, no military installation, none whatsoever.  

It happened to be the port of entry. 

After we arrived at St. Nazaire, Lieutenant Whiting was then our skipper.9  He 

was on the ship with us; he was the commander of our detachment.  We also 

had Lieutenant Virgil Griffin, Lieutenant Godfrey Chevalier, Doctor Sinton.  

They were the officers, and Doctor Michael was the paymaster.110 

 

Q:  What did you do at St. Nazaire? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We just waited to find out what they were going to do with us. 

 

Q:  Who did you report to? 

 

Mr. Cline:  When we arrived in France, nobody knew what to do with us.  

Lieutenant Whiting rushed off to Paris to see the American Ambassador and 

the naval attaché, the French minister, and a few others. 

 

Q:  Where were you billeted at St. Nazaire? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We lived on the ship; we stayed right aboard ship. 

There was a conference at Paris, I understand, and it was agreed that 

the French would train us.  They would supply us with airplanes, motors, 

armaments, bombs, and accessories, and so forth, in which the Untied States 

was woefully lacking. 

 

Q:  Had the French asked for you? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Oh, yes.  The idea of sending us over so unprepared was to build 

up the morale of the French.  They were waiting for the Americans since we 

had declared war. 

I enlisted on April 3rd, and war was declared on April 6th, 1917. 

 

Q:  You actually enlisted before the declaration of war? 

 

                                                           
9Lieutenant Kenneth Whiting, USN, Naval Aviator #16. 
10Lieutenant Virgil C. Griffin, Jr., USN, Naval Aviator #41; Lieutenant (junior grade) Arthur C. 

Sinton, USN; Lieutenant William H. Michael, USN. 
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Mr. Cline:  Yes, I enlisted before the declaration of war.  I knew the war was 

coming, so I grabbed this opportunity to get in a few days before war was 

declared. 

As I understand, the French had requested American troops 

immediately in order to bolster the morale of the French Army and the French 

nation. 

 

Q:  And you did arrive before any ground troops? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We were the first Americans to set foot on French soil after the 

declaration of war in 1917, the first aeronautic detachment. 

 

Q:  The first military of any kind? 

 

Mr. Cline:  That's right. 

Pershing was still on the way; he was in England.11  The draft law was being 

implemented.  We were landing in France at that time. 

 

Q:  That's terribly interesting.  I don't think many people know about that. 

 

Mr. Cline:  I don't think they do either.  We were the lost battalion.  After we 

got there, nobody knew what to do with us.  Lieutenant Whiting had to go to 

the American Embassy . . . 

 

Q:  I was in the first class of WAVES, and when we got there, they didn't know 

what to do with us either.12  But we weren't at least in a foreign country. 

 

Mr. Cline:  Really, that's right.  I remember that. 

After Lieutenant Whiting went to Paris and got hold of the French 

Minister and the American Ambassador there, it was agreed that the French 

would train us.  They wanted American troops but they didn't know what to do 

with us.  Whiting told them that we were aviation students, so they agreed to 

train us. 

                                                           
11General John J. "Black Jack" Pershing, USA, Commander in Chief, Allied Expeditionary Force, 

1917-1919. 
12WAVES--Women Accepted for Volunteer Emergency Service.  (U.S. Women's Reserve). 



 

 

Q:  There were French aviators? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Oh, yes.  They were going to supply us with airplanes, motors, 

instruments, bombs, and accessories, which the United States was lacking.  

They would construct three air stations for us while we were in training. 

In a few days we left St. Nazaire, and went off to Brest, which was a 

small fishing village near the Bay of Camaret. 

The facilities at Tours at that time were not completed.  There were 

French and Russian students going through the school.  All branches of the 

French Army who had been on the front were put in aviation because they were 

very lacking in aviators at that time.  They were not ready for us at Tours. 

So we went to this small fishing village outside of Brest known as 

Camaret.  We slept in barracks that Napoleon slept in, on straw mattresses and 

what not, and ate French rations.  We were there about two weeks, and then 

they accepted us at the school at Tours. 

 

Q:  What were the buildings like, brick? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Just old fashioned brick.  They went through the wars.  They were 

just natural gray color, unattractive French barracks. 

 

Q:  How did you feel?  All of a sudden you got there, and they didn't know 

what to do with you? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We didn't care, we were there and we were having fun.  We were 

going to war. 

 

Q:  You didn't feel depressed, frustrated, or disturbed? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We were 22 years old; we didn't care about anything.  We were 

having a lot of fun.  We just waited around.  We were waiting for the skipper's 

word.  Lieutenant Griffin was in charge of us when we were in Camerat.  It 

was just a lark, as far as we were concerned. 

 

Q:  And now you were 50? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Yes, 50.  Because the mechanics had gone to Pauillac. 
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After about two weeks, we had orders to get a train for Tours.  They 

gave us ten loaves of French potato bread and 15 bottles of red wine.  Then we 

got on a train on our way to Tours. 

We got to Tours about 3:00 in the morning on a rainy morning.  We 

were met by Lieutenant Grattan C. Dichman, who arrived from the United 

States and was sent on ahead to take command of the attachment at Tours. 

 

Q:   I don't want you to pass up anything, so if I interrupt, you forgive me. 

What was the train like?  Did you have berths, or did you sit up all 

night? 

 

Mr. Cline:  It was a regular passenger coach, third class coaches.  They had 

compartments.  We sat up, we didn't go to bed.  Very few trains in those days 

had bunks in France.  We sat up in these compartments.  There were about 

eight of us in each.  We were quite comfortable. 

 

Q:  Who was in command of your group? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We had a chief petty officer, Charles O'Connor. 

 

Q:  What kind of uniforms were you wearing then? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Sailor's uniforms, regular dress blues.  We had only one suit each.  

We had dress blues and dungarees, that was it. 

We arrived at Tours about 3:00 in the morning on this rainy morning.  We were 

met at the station by Lieutenant Grattan C. Dichman.13  We were loaded into 

trucks and driven about 12 miles outside of Tours to the Ecole d'Aviation 

Militaire. 

 

Q:  That didn't even discourage you, that you got there in the middle of the 

night in the rain? 

 

Mr. Cline:  No.  We were at war, we were heroes, we didn't care about that. 

                                                           
13Lieutenant Grattan C. Dichman, USN, Naval Aviator #30. 



 

When we arrived at Tours, they didn't expect us either.  There was no 

place for us to sleep except in one barracks that was occupied by a lot of French 

Senegalese soldiers up from the front.  They routed out the Senegalese soldiers.  

They climbed out of their bunks on one side, and we got in on the other side.  

There was no changing of sheets; we slept on just plain straw with no blankets.  

It really was a lark.  That was it.  We finally got squared away.  We got hold 

of some blankets the next day. 

These Senegalese soldiers with the tribal marks on their faces with the 

Zouave uniform didn't care much about that. 

The next day we lined up in formation and the French officials came in 

from the school.  They took our names and lined us up, and tried to tell us what 

they expected of us.  They spoke very little English.  The assistant chief pilot 

spoke a little English and the instructor spoke no English. 

They grouped us up in eight or ten people in one class to one instructor.  

Each man, as his class was instructed, would push the plane out in the morning 

on different parts of this great aviation field, place d'aviation it was called.  This 

one instructor would take your name and introduce himself. 

We had one leather flying coat, one pair of goggles, one crash helmet, 

and that was our flight uniform for the whole class. 

 

Q:  You mean just one between you? 

 

Mr. Cline:  One for all of us, each eight or ten. 

There were also four, five, or six French students going through the 

class with us. 
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We'd pass the flight gear down.  We'd come down from a flight every 

15 or 20 minutes, and then pass it on to the next man who was going on a flight. 

 

Q:  No problem about whether it fit or not; you just wore it. 

 

Mr. Cline:  No, that was it. 

He'd take us around and give us dual instruction.  Our instruments consisted of 

an oil gauge, an altimeter, and a tachometer.  We were flying Cauldrons with 

warped wings and the G-3 engine.14 

The flight instruction would consist of:  You sat in the front seat; if 

your nose was too high, he'd push on your helmet; if your nose was too low, 

he'd pull on your helmet; if your right wing was up, he'd tap you on the right 

shoulder; if your left wing was up, he'd tap you on the left shoulder.  You, in 

the meantime, were handling the stick.  That was your instruction. 

 

Q:  How many controls did you have? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Just the instructor and yourself.  You had a stick, no breaks, that 

was it, and these three instruments. 

He also had a length of cardboard with a line drawn down the center.  

One half was in French and the other half was in English.  When you came 

back from your flight with this instructor, whatever you did wrong, he would 

show you in French and then you'd look in English to see what he meant.  

Warped too much, climbed too much, too slow, too fast, left wing down, land 

too high.  That went on until he thought we were good enough to solo and fly 

alone. 

                                                           
14French-built Caudron twin engine airplanes were used extensively by the French for artillery 

control and bombing missions. 



 

Warped is lateral stability.  The wings, instead of having ailerons on 

them are warped on the center section, like a bird warps his wings.  It was a 

two-winged biplane. 

Your solo consisted of:  You'd rev the engine up.  It was a dual throttle 

air and gas.  The ship had longerons and a Nacelle, in which you sat.  The 

mechanic would adjust the throttle for you wide open, while the rest of the 

students hung onto the wings to keep the airplane from moving forward.  Then 

when the mechanic got out, the instructor would say, "Everybody let go," and 

you shot off in the air.  You were supposed to go up to 15 meters, cut the 

switch, and make a landing at the end of the field.  That was your first flight 

alone.  Then you soloed; you were an aviator. 

 

Q:  That had been your solo flight?  You mean, you coasted in, so to speak? 

 

Mr. Cline:  That was the solo flight.  You just cut the engine and glided in and 

made a landing. 

 

Q:  How would you stop when you didn't have any brakes? 

 

Mr. Cline:  There were no brakes in the Navy land planes until way after the 

war.  It was 1924 or '25 before they had brakes on airplanes. 

You just rolled, you were supposed to gauge your distance.  Gauge the 

fence in front of you, and land before you hit the fence.  That was the idea.  

There was no such thing as brakes; you just floated along and gauged your 

distance. 

 

Q:  Did you drag your feet? 

Mr. Cline:  Almost, a lot of them did. 

A lot of the students would crack up.  They'd misjudge their landing, 

the wheels would go off, and they'd go over on their nose.  The French 
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instructor would say, "Students, students, what am I going to do with you?  

Another landing like an omelet."  In other words, a landing all mixed up. 

After you soloed, then they'd let you go alone to the turn of the airfield.  

After you made the turn of the airfield, then you put in time.  Then you were 

checked by your French instructor.  Then you had to make a tour of three fields, 

from Tours to Bois, from Bois to Vendôme, and then back.  It was a cross-

country flight. 

 

Q:  What were the distances? 

 

Mr. Cline:  I think about 80 or 90 miles total.  Up the Loire Valley to Bois, 

then over to the Royal Air Force airdrome at Vendôme, and then back to Tours. 

If you completed all that satisfactorily, then you went to what they 

called a landing class.  The landing class consisted of going up to 3,000 meters 

or about 8,000 feet, cutting the engine, making a complete circle in the glide, 

and landing to the right of a T. 

With the landing class, they took those students away from the main 

airdrome.  We went about five miles from the main airdrome in a truck every 

morning at daylight.  They'd let us fly at daylight because the air was not rough 

until 10:00 when the sun came out and the air got turbulent.  We'd knock off 

until about 3:00 in the afternoon, and then we'd continue flying until about 9:00 

or 10:00 at night, which was still light, when the air got smooth again.  This 

was because of the lack of sun and the lack of turbulence. 

In our landing class, our instructor was Benaush.  He would come over 

with a mechanic and a canvas T. 



 

There was one little meadow that we called the salad patch, with an 

orchard on one side and on three sides was a stone wall.  When you got to your 

altitude, this looked very, very small.  This mechanic would get out and take 

this canvas T and lay it out into the wind. 

Benaush was a very temperamental and excitable sort of a Frenchman.  

He had quite a record on the front.  He had 17 or 18 Germans to his credit.  

They sent him back to this school as a monitor, which they called the 

instructors, to sort of relieve him of the tension.  He was in pretty bad shape.   

He would look at his list of students that he had--French students were 

going with us at the same time--and he would say, "Monte, get on your plane 

and go and take your test." 

Before you'd take off, he'd have to see that this T was perfect.  He would 

take a handful of the clover and throw it in the air to see the direction of the 

wind.  Then he had a sort of a cane; he took the top off of it and spread it out 

and it was a seat.  That took about 15 minutes to make sure the wind was right, 

that the T was in the right direction of the wind.  When he was sure of this, you 

would take off.  Some of the French students, particularly, were a little finicky.  

They didn't do quite as well as we did, I must say so.  But they were all right. 

The student, at 3,000 meters, would cut the switch at the right of the T.  

Then he would go into this glide and make a left turn 180° and come around 

and land to the right of the T. 

In the meantime, some of the students would cut the switch and stretch 

his glide, and he'd get in trouble.  Benaush would stand there and throw his hat 

on the ground.  In the meantime, he'd talk to this guy who was 3,000 or 4,000 
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feet in the air.  He'd get very excited; he'd throw his cane; he'd jump up and 

down, and scream at this man in the air.  We'd sort of turn our faces and laugh 

because he was very, very funny. 

After the first day at the landing class, at the canteen one night back at 

the school at Tours I was speaking to a Frenchman who had spent a lot of time 

in England and spoke good English.  I said, "This Benaush is a very excitable 

individual.  He gets all excited, yelling at a man 6,000 or 8,000 feet in the air 

and he can't hear him." 

He said, "Benaush is excellent pilot.  He knows everything a student 

should do.  He coupe (cuts) the motor and goes into his glide for his landing 

and he's in trouble.  What did Benaush do?  He'd throw away his hat.  The next 

time, the student is getting worse.  Benaush will throw away his cane.  If at last 

he throws away his pipe, the man is dead."  So I told him, "I can understand 

that." 

 

Q:  When you say a canvas T, do you literally mean a piece of canvas cut like 

a T? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Yes, a piece of canvas cut like a T.  It's about three feet in diameter.  

He rolls it out on the ground simply as a direction of the wind.  The head of the 

T is into the wind and you landed into the T.  You always landed into the wind.  

So you'd make this big turn, and land to the right of the T. 

Some of the students would overshoot the wall, some would hit the 

wall, some would land a half a mile down, and a few things like that. 

 

Q:  Was the mortality very high?  Did many of them get killed? 

 



 

Mr. Cline:  No.  At Tours the first American Navy man to be killed under our 

flag was Tommy Barrett.15
  He was killed when with an instructor named 

Roberte in instruction class.  He was under instruction with Roberte in the 

plane, and he came in for a landing.  Nobody knew what happened, but he was 

coming in for a landing, then nosed down into the ground and caught fire. He 

was the first American killed under our flag. 

Then the next man killed was a man named Manley of Baltimore.  He 

ran into an instructor in a mid-air collision, at the main airdrome and he was 

killed. 

Those were the only two we lost at Tours. 

The first class that finished, soloed and completed the course, of the 50, 

36 qualified.  Everybody flying under those conditions with French instructors 

that didn't speak English, no ground school, no theory of flight, everyone 

soloed in less than four hours of dual instruction, which shows the ingenuity 

of the American youth. 

 

Q:  The planes were extremely simple, too.  Weren't they easier to fly? 

 

Mr. Cline:  No, they were harder to fly because you had no instruments.  It was 

all by the seat of your pants, you just had to feel your way around.  We only 

had those three instruments. 

 

Q:  I see those instrument boards now and they are so complex.  I don't know 

how anybody understands them. 
 

Mr. Cline:  I should say so.  I wouldn't get in the same air with those birds. 

 

Q:  Did you enjoy this? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Oh, yes.  We were very much thrilled.  Aviation was new then. 

 

Q:  Could you have quit if you didn't like it? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Oh, yes.  If you didn't like it or you didn't think you were qualified 

or adaptable to flying, they'd throw you out.  Some were disqualified at Tours; 

I don't know how many. 

                                                           
15Landsman/Quartermaster (Aviation) Thomas W. Barrett, USNRF, of the First Aeronautic 

Detachment was killed during flight training at Tours on 28 June 1917. 
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I soloed at three hours and 28 minutes dual instruction. 

 

Q:  Don't you look back now and shake your head in amazement? 

 

Mr. Cline:  I look back now and think of things that I did in aviation and it 

scares me to death. 

At Tours that was our preliminary land plane training.  We were there 

about two months.  As we continued the solo flights and continued the course 

at Tours, the first 10 or 15 were sent on while the rest of them were getting 

instruction. 

We were sent to a small lake outside of Bordeaux known as Hourtin.  

That was the preliminary seaplane school for the French Navy.  It was on a 

small lake, Lake Lacanau outside of Bordeaux, where we were instructed in 

seaplanes. 

When we arrived there, there was no place for us.  So the pay 

department, with Lieutenant Michaels, got hold of some tents.  So we built our 

canvas tents in the pine woods alongside the lake.  Our mess hall consisted of 

planks put on gasoline drums out in the woods.  The galley was an all French 

galley with French cabbage soup and that red wine, which was alright with us, 

and potato bread. 

Our instructors were non-commissioned French Navy men, compared 

to our chief petty officers.  We were taken out and taught to maneuver the FBA 

seaplane, with a pusher engine.  FBA stands for Franco-British Aviation.  It 

was a small two-seated seaplane.  After about an hour or an hour and a quarter, 

dual instruction in that we soloed those French seaplanes. 



 

We were there a little over a month because the weather was bad and 

we didn't have much flying weather at that time. 

As the other class came in, we shoved off and went to St. Raphaël on 

the Mediterranean Sea, which was the Pensacola of the French Navy at that 

time.  That's between Toulon and Cannes. 

There we had our aerial gunnery, navigation, and bombing instruction 

in all types of French seaplanes, DDs, Telliers, FBAs, Salmsons, four different 

types of airplanes.  Our instruction there was to do the bombing runs and 

machine-gun runs. 

They sent a lot of the mechanics group, who they didn't have any work 

for, to the aerial gunnery school of the French Army at Caseaux where they 

became observers and bombardier gunners.  They were supposed to be 

mechanics and maintenance people, but they never got to be mechanics and 

maintenance people.  They drafted them right into being observers and aerial 

gunners.  They flew with the French, with the British, with the Marines, and 

everybody else of the Allies. 

 

Q:  You spoke of a machine-gun.  Were these planes heavy enough to have a 

machine-gun mounted on them? 

 

Mr. Cline:  A light machine-gun, the old type Lewis with only one barrel. 

We took an altitude test there.  Thing to do was to stay up over 6,000 

meters for an hour.  You had a small baragraph box that they hung around your 

neck on rubber bands that recorded your altitude and how long you were up so 

you couldn't cheat them on it. 

 

Q:  I guess no one worried about how you were reacting to it by your lungs.  If 

you stayed up, your lungs were alright. 
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Mr. Cline:  We weren't that high; we didn't need oxygen.  It was 6,000 to 8,000 

feet. 

You had to stay up there one hour.  Then you came down and that 

completed your course. 

The first day that I went up to take my altitude test the clouds came 

down the coast of Toulon and I couldn't make my altitude, so I had to come 

down without completing my test.  The weather was bad for about three days. 

On the fourth day I tried again for my altitude test.  I reached my 

altitude alright.  It took me 35 or 40 minutes to get up there.  Then the clouds 

started coming down the coast again.  So I thought to myself, "I'm not going to 

do this all over again." 

I'd fly to the edge of the clouds--the clouds were pushing down the 

coast--I'd go away from them, make a circle, and come back to the edge of the 

clouds.  In the meantime, the clouds had moved down the coast.  I was still 

going south, waiting for my time, watching my clock on my dashboard.  Then 

I saw Monte Carlo in the distance.  So I stayed over 15 minutes to compensate 

for the variation in the baragraph.  I didn't want to try it again, so I stayed up 

an hour and 15 minutes. 

I was right over Monte Carlo.  That's way down the coast from St. 

Raphaël.  So I cut the engine and started my long glide to come down about 

five miles off the port of Monte Carlo. 

Student-like, not knowing, my motor had cooled on the way down.  It 

took me so long in a very light glide, when I put my throttle back, the engine 

was cold, and she stopped on me.  The groundswell was in one direction, the 



 

wind swell in another direction, and here I am out in the open sea in the 

Mediterranean five miles off the city of Monte Carlo.  So I was undecided what 

to do, take the wind of the sea or the sea of the wind.  Meantime, I was losing 

altitude.  I finally said I'll take the sea. 

I plopped on top of a groundswell, made about two bounces, and came 

down pretty heavy.  I opened the back of the compartment to see whether the 

bottom was still on my airplane.  It was a DD.  I was alright and I floated there 

a while. 

The first thing you know from the beach, it was right on the Italian 

border, an Italian gunboat came out and made a circle around me a couple of 

times and saw the colors. 

I started yelling, "American, American."  They put a small boat over 

with two French sailors.  They came to me and sort of looked me over.  I said, 

"American, American." 

One of the sailors said, "You're an American.  Hey, Johnny, I was in 

New York."  Then he yelled to the skipper, "American, American." 

They took me in tow and took me into the harbor at Monte Carlo.  I had 

a pair of dungarees and a khaki shirt under my flying suit.  I moored the plane 

inside the harbor. 

They brought the secretary to the director of the casino at Monte Carlo 

down.  He spoke English naturally.  I told him I wanted to get in touch with St. 

Raphaël and let them know where I was.  He said, "We'll arrange that, sir, we'll 

arrange that."  That was the first "sir" I ever got; I was still a quartermaster. 

He said, "We'll have a carriage here for you in a minute, Mr. Cline." 
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I said, "What did they say?" 

He said, "They told you to stay here tonight.  They'll send somebody 

back tomorrow." 

I had told them I had engine trouble.  I didn't know what it was.  It had 

stopped, that was all I knew. 

This beautiful pair of horses came down with a carriage.  The director 

of the casino got in beside me and said, "The Hotel des Anglais."  I didn't know 

what that meant.  Right across from the casino was the greatest hotel in Monte 

Carlo, the Hotel des Anglais. 

I said, "Look, I can't stay here. I don't have any money on me, I don't 

have ten francs." 

He said, "Money is nothing, sir, money is nothing, sir." 

It was a convalescent quarters they had taken over for all the Allied 

officers, who were under rehabilitation and whatnot. 

It had gotten so warm that I had taken off my fur-lined flying clothes, 

and I had these torn dungarees and an old army khaki shirt on. 

They gave me a beautiful room.  Then they ushered me into the main 

dining room and set me a place.  I had two Serbian generals, three French 

captains in the Army, and several other Allied officers there who were 

convalescing, and some spoke a little English.  I was quite a curiosity there, a 

quartermaster in dungarees and an old khaki shirt. 

I didn't know what to do, I was flabbergasted with all this rank around 

me.  They were asking me questions; some I could answer and some I couldn't.  



 

We were all instructed not to say anything to anybody, who we were or what 

it was all about. 

 

Q:  Rank, name, and serial number. 

 

Mr. Cline:  That was it. 

The director of the casino--I've forgotten his name--wanted to know if 

I wanted to go over and see the casino.  Monte Carlo was neutral, supposedly.  

I said, "No, I don't want to go to the casino." 

"You'd like it.  What do you want?" 

I said, "No, I just want to go to bed."  I was pretty tired.  I said, "Wake 

me at daybreak in the morning," and I turned in. 

In the morning about daybreak the light came into the room from the 

shutters and this nun came in with a little receptacle with oil with a wick 

burning in it. 

She said, in a very broad Irish brogue, "What time do you want to get 

up?"   

I said, "What time is it now, Sister?" 

She said, "It's five after 4:00." 

I said, "That will be fine.  I'll get up now." 

She said, "I saw you come in last night, and I said to myself, he's not 

an Englishman, he surely must be an American." 

They gave me a beautiful breakfast. 

They sent a mechanic down from St. Raphaël.  He fixed the plane up, we took 

off, and got back to the station. 

 

Q:  You took off okay? 
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Mr. Cline:  Yes.  The mechanic explained to me the best he could that it was 

just that the engine was cold.  It started right up, as soon as it got warm.  But I 

didn't know the difference.  Then we flew back to St. Raphaël. 

After completing our course at St. Raphaël, we got our certificate and 

our French wings, our French brevet.  Mine was number 346. 

 

Q:  What did that number indicate? 

 

Mr. Cline:  It indicated that you were the 346th aviator in the French Navy. 

 

Q:  There were more than that number of aviators in the French Navy. 

 

Mr. Cline:  Yes, there weren't too many.  Naval aviation at that time was not 

too much.  Everything was concentrated on the land planes at the front. 

 

Q:  So you really were the 346th French naval aviator. 

 

Mr. Cline:  My American aviator--I never got my wings until I got back home 

over two years later.  My American wings number was 1832. 

After our class finished, we got our French wings with quite a bit of 

ceremony.  The captain congratulated us and signed our certificates and gave 

us our navy wings.  Brother, were we proud.  We were something.  We were 

aviators, the heroes of the day. 

 

Q:  Do you remember how many Americans were in the class? 

 

Mr. Cline:  I think in that first class there were about 10 or 12 of us.  The other 

class came on from Tours, as soon as we got out. 

 

Q:  That must have been an exciting day. 

 

Mr. Cline:  Oh, yes.  It called for a big party which we had, champagne and 

nothing else but. 

Then we were assigned to a place outside of Bordeaux called Moutchic, 

which was to be the training area for the navy fliers who were coming over, 

indoctrination and training in French boats.  They had already finished at 

Pensacola and gone through MIT.  Then they were assigned to the different air 



 

stations which the French were to build or we were to take over on the French 

coast for submarine patrol. 

When we got to Moutchic, there was nothing there.  We had tents again.  

There were no hangars. 

 

Q:  What time of year was this? 

 

Mr. Cline:  About the end of November, it was very cold. 

We had these tents and no mess hall.  They sent us, in crates, FBA 

seaplanes.  That was Franco-British Aviation.  The French gave us some 

airplanes, but we had no hangars to keep them in. 

We took the airplanes out and started assembling the airplanes.  We 

took the crates and made a mess hall out of the crates.  That was our chow hall 

and we slept in these tents. 

We drew some picks, shovels, and wheelbarrows from the French.  We 

started digging sand and building our hangars.  We'd work during the day 

building hangars. 

We assembled three FBAs.  In the meantime, some of the Yale unit came over.  

Lovett came over as the commanding officer; he was an ensign.  He became 

Secretary of the Army for Air.16 

Artemus Gates was commander of our first group that went down to St. 

Raphaël.  He was an ensign, too, and became Secretary of the Navy.17  He was 

a hell of a nice guy. 

                                                           
16Ensign Robert A. Lovett, USNRF, Naval Aviator #66, who was assistant secretary of war for air 

from 1942 to 1945. 
17Ensign Artemus L. Gates, USN, Naval Aviator #65, undersecretary of the Navy from July to 

December 1945. 
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We started building these hangars.  In the mornings as soon as the FBAs 

were assembled, we'd fly them. 

The people that came over from the States, when they arrived, we'd 

instruct them in French boats and then turn them loose. 

In the meantime, we were still quartermasters, there was nobody to 

build the hangars.  So we'd build the hangars, when the air got rough, all day 

until the afternoon.  Then we'd fly in the afternoon again.  We did that for about 

three weeks, until they finally sent some work parties over who took over that. 

 

Q:  I'll bet that was a pain in the neck.  I just wonder, when you look back, do 

you think it was a lot of fun?  Or if you were kind of griped in this cold weather 

while building hangars? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Everybody griped.  You're not happy unless you're griping in the 

Navy anytime. 

 

Q:  It sounds like a miserable experience. 

 

Mr. Cline:  It was war, anything went.  Of course we griped, everybody griped.  

The chow was bad and this was bad.  There was no liberty, no this, no that.  It 

was cold, rainy, and murky along the coast of Brittany. 

They decided then they wanted to get us on active duty.  They wanted 

to get us flying.  They sent us to Le Croisic, on the northern coast of Brittany, 

a French naval air station.  It was in operation by the French then. 

We went up in a group of 12 to Le Croisic, still answering to 

quartermaster.  We slept in a hospital that they started to erect, but because of 

the war, they had stopped.  It was all open.  In the meantime, they issued us 

hammocks.  We slept in hammocks on the concrete floor in that place. 



 

Lieutenant William Corry came up and took command of the station.  

We took it over from the French.  They all stood at attention the day the French 

flag came down and the American flag went up.  So we were all ready for war. 

 

Q:  This was an American air station in France? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Yes, it was.  We took it over from the French that day and 

transferred it.  They had some Tellier seaplanes, so we immediately went on 

patrol. 

We had submarine patrol out of Le Croisic.  They were bringing 

convoys down from Quiberon Bay into St. Nazaire.  When the convoys were 

coming over from the United States, they all rendezvoused at Quiberon for the 

stretch down through what they called The Slot on the Bay of Biscay on the 

northern coast of Brittany.  We patrolled for submarines in that sector. 

The submarines would go in there at night and lay mines.  The sweepers 

would go out when the convoy was about to come down the coast, and sweep 

the channel.  Then the convoy would take the inner channel while they swept 

the outer channel.  Then they'd vice versa this way. 

In the meantime, we would patrol all the time.  Our sector was about 

250 miles from Quiberon to St. Nazaire.  We'd go as far as Belle île.  That's 

out about 80 miles off the coast of Brittany. 

 

Q:  What was the range of your planes at that time? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Four hours. 

 

Q:  And how many miles would you go in four hours? 

 

Mr. Cline:  It's hard to say.  We were all circling all the time.  We were circling 

the convoy.  We'd fly out from the convoy and come back go astern of it, go 

forward again, on the right side, on the left side.  We always flew in twos, two 

planes on patrol at one time. 
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Q:  How far from shore would you be? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Sixty or 70 miles.  Going into St. Nazaire, we were quite close.  We 

had the capacity for four hours patrol. 

 

Q:  What kind of gas, fuel, were you using?  No high octane at that time? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Gas, petrol, ordinary petrol.  Benzine petrol, as a matter of fact, the 

French called it. 

 

Q:  You did this in all kinds of weather? 

 

Mr. Cline:  All kinds of weather, if we could see. 

We always carried carrier pigeons with us.  They had a Frenchman who 

was the master pigeon man there.  He had the pigeon loft with the carrier 

pigeons.  Our station was on a small island.  Off the island, he had this pigeon 

loft.  One of the older pigeons was named Nancy.  I got to know him pretty 

well.  I used to give him cigarettes and gum. 

Every time I'd go out on patrol, he'd give me Nancy because Nancy 

would always come home.  You had two pigeons in a little basket.  Any time 

you had a forced landing, or sighted a submarine, you'd write your note and 

put it in the little vial on the pigeon's leg, give them your location, what your 

trouble was, how you were, and then Nancy would beat it for Le Croisic.  As 

soon as she went to the pigeon loft, she went through a little slot, and that rang 

a bell.  He'd go up and get the note. 

The pigeons would never fly at night or in a fog.  One time I had a 

forced landing off of Belle île, and I got Nancy out and told her to fly home.  

She flew around the plane and perched on the outboard wing.  I started 

throwing tools at her and everything else, but Nancy wouldn't go.  We stayed 

there all night.  As dawn broke, she beat it for Le Croisic. 



 

We picked up our French patrol boat half way in, and we made our way 

in together. 

 

Q:  You didn't do any patrolling at night though? 

 

Mr. Cline:  No, nothing at night.  There was no night flying at all in those days. 

I was in Le Croisic about 15 months doing patrol duty there. 

 

Q:  You felt at this time that you were really in the war? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Really in the war, yes. 

In the meantime, we were still answering to quartermaster.  We had finished 

four flight schools and been on patrol for 10 or 12 months.  One day the bugle 

started blowing, the bells started ringing.  Three staff touring cars drove up to 

the island.  There was a small bridge that went across to the mainland.  The 

officer of the day was Becker, I think.18  Who got out of the car but Admiral 

Benson and Admiral Sims with their staff on an inspection tour.19 

Everybody got in dress blues as fast as we could, and lined up for 

inspection.  We had been wearing dungarees; we wore dungarees all the time. 

Admiral Sims and Admiral Benson came down the line.  Mac Weddell 

and Paul Gillespie, another one in my class, and myself were standing the three 

of us together with our French wings on. 

Admiral Sims looked at Mac Weddell and said, "What's that you're 

wearing, young man?" 

Mac said, "That's the French brevet, Sir." 

                                                           
18Ensign Frederick H. Becker, USNRF, Naval Aviator #309. 
19Admiral William S. Benson, USN, Chief of Naval Operations from 1915 until 1919; Vice 

Admiral William S. Sims, USN, Commander U. S. Naval Forces operating in Europe from 1917 

to 1919. 
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"French brevet?  What does it signify?" 

"That's a designation by the French government." 

"Oh, why, what for?" 

He said, "For flying." 

He said, "Are you an aviator?" 

"Yes, Sir." 

"Do you fly airplanes here at Le Croisic?" 

"Go out on patrol with the convoys?" 

"Yes, Sir." 

"How long have you been doing that?" 

"About 12 months, Sir." 

All his staff was behind the two admirals, and Corry, of course.  So he 

said, "Lieutenant Corry, why aren't these men commissioned?" 

Corry said, "Admiral, I have so recommended three or four different 

times to the Navy Department.  I have yet to hear from it."  He called his aide 

and took our names.  In two weeks we got orders to take examinations to be 

commissioned for ensign. 

 

Q:  You still had to take an exam? 

Mr. Cline:  It didn't mean anything, though.  We got in the pilots room and 

answered a few questions.  Corry convened a board and they gave us flight 

questions, which we all knew.  they did it right there.  He sent in his 

recommendations.  We had an oral and a written examination.  He sent them 

in to Paris, which was where the U. S. had set up aviation headquarters.  And 

we had our commissions. 

 

Q:  It was about time. 

 

Mr. Cline:  At Le Croisic the weather got kind of bad. 



 

Lieutenant Corry was transferred to Brest, to take command of that new 

air station up there. 

Lieutenant Corry had always been an inspiration to me and I think he 

was one of the greatest fellows I ever met.  I always wanted to serve under him 

again.  I was sorry to see him go.  So I put in for a transfer to Brest, and it was 

granted.  So I went up with Corry, which was fine.  I was there until the 

armistice was signed. 

After that I came home.  Then I reported at Bay Shore, Long Island.  I 

went to Great Lakes as a flight instructor.  I was there that winter until about 

March. 

Then I was transferred out here to North Island with Air Squadron Pacific Fleet 

with then Lieutenant Commander Mitscher.20  Marc Mitscher was my 

squadron commander.  Captain Mustin was the skipper.  Jack Towers was the 

executive officer.21 

 

Q:  Really historic names, aren't they? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Yes, they are. 

I had a bad crash out here in December 1921.  It killed a chief AP named 

McLain.22  I had him up on a test flight.  We spun in at North Island in a 

Jenny.23  He was killed instantly.  I was pretty well smashed up and went to 

the hospital. 

 

Q:  What had happened to the plane?  Did you ever know? 

                                                           
20Lieutenant Commander Marc A. Mitscher, USN. 
21Commander John H. Towers, USN. 
22AP--aviation pilot. 
23The Curtiss JN ("Jenny") trainer, with a maximum speed of 93 miles per hour, was the most 

widely used trainer of U.S. Army and Royal Canadian Air Force pilots in World War I. 
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Mr. Cline:  We were coming in for a landing; Mac was flying the ship.  There 

were two courses, a two ball course and a one ball course.  On the two ball 

course, you were not to land toward the hangars, you had to land away from 

the hangars. 

Just for about 20 minutes, a terrific wind came up, a Santa Ana wind 

came up.  I looked at the administration building and the flags were sticking 

straight out. 

Mac was flying the ship and we were coming down for a landing with 

the wind, because we couldn't land toward the wind.  I yelled to Mac, "Go 

around again, Mac; you can't make it."  So he gave it the gun and took off to 

go around again to make a landing.  When he got in his turn, he lost flying 

speed. 

I think what he did was he misjudged his flying speed for his ground 

speed, because he was going across the ground so fast.  When he got up here, 

he got into a half spin.  He lost flying speed.  When he made the turn, he didn't 

have the power along with the wind on his tail, he went into a half spin and 

nosed into the ground.  He smashed the plane all to pieces.  He was in the front 

seat, and the engine came back in his lap and broke every bone in his body. 

They pulled me out and got me over to the hospital.  I was in the 

hospital about eight months. 

 

Q:  You look so well now.  It's hard to believe you had ever been in an accident. 

 

Mr. Cline:  I had internal injuries, and arm injuries, and so forth. 

Then I came back to active duty.  Then I decided I wanted to go to San 

Francisco and get married, which I did, and resigned from the Navy.  That was 

1922. 



 

Well, that's the story. 

 

Q:  I think it's interesting.  You've told me some things on the tape that are not 

in that article.  That's what happens, I think.  When I ask you some questions, 

it reminds you of things. 

There's one article about the blow-up, when the bomb dropped off the 

plane, in March 1918.  Can you tell me about that? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Yes. 

 

Q:  Mr. Cline, you've shown me some pictures of your groups that are very, 

very unusual.  I must say that your group was a very dashing, glamorous group 

of young officers and young men.  All of you were handsome with those 

uniforms. 

 

Mr. Cline:  We thought we were in those days.  Of course, we were the nucleus 

of aviation.  Were were quite the heroes when we first came back from 

overseas.  We thought we were pretty good.  We've changed our minds since 

then. 

 

Q:  You shouldn't change your mind; you were good. 

I wanted you to tell about the incident, from one of the photographs 

that I saw.  You were telling me about your promotion, but you didn't tell me 

about the fact that you almost got court-martialed and what the background 

was for that. 

 

Mr. Cline:  That happened in 1917 at the school at Tours.  On the fourth of July 

they gave us liberty. 

Mingling with the French instructors and the French student pilots, we 

got to know their idiosyncrasies and ways. 

Everybody carried a talisman of some kind.  One of their superstitions 

was that you had to wear your sweetheart's, or your fiance's, or your wife's 

stocking under your helmet.  You put that stocking--it has to be taken off the 

left limb--on your head and rolled it around with the foot under your chin and 

up the side.  Then you put your helmet on top of that.  It was like a scarf, but 
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concealed by your helmet.  It was on your head and that was a moment of good 

luck.  You can't perish with that on. 

Then they had another little talisman.  They had two little dolls that 

your fiance or someone would knit for you.  They were made of yarn, about 

two inches high and about two inches wide.  They were made of this different 

colored yarn sewed together.  You put that on your outboard strut of your plane.  

The dolls were Nannette and Rattatin, those were the names of them.  They 

were supposed to be the good luck charms of the aviators. 

A little later when the Germans started bombing Paris with the big 

Bertha guns, Nannette and Rattatin went down in the cellar to get away from 

the big guns and went to sleep on the coal.  The next morning Radadu was 

born; he was black yarn.  So we had Nannette, Rattatin, and Radadu, all for 

good luck. 

 

Q:  I saw pictures of you all marching together.  You said, "We almost had so 

many court-martials for that." 

 

Mr. Cline:  We all proceeded on our liberty at Tours to find some ladies' 

stockings.  We had to be in the barracks by 12 o'clock, and a lot of us didn't get 

in until 4:00 in the morning.  Lieutenant Chevalier made a bed check and found 

us all up.  The people that were missing were all given a summary court-martial 

for the next day.  So we lined up and took our picture with our stockings and 

were proud of it. 

 

Q:  Did you all get a stocking?  Did you? 

 

Mr. Cline:  Not all of us; some did.  I got a stocking. 

 

Q:  What was the punishment as a result? 

 

Mr. Cline:  We were restricted to duty was all. 

I meant to tell you about this bomb explosion that I had.  That was on 

March 4th, 1918, at Le Croisic. 



 

Fred Lovejoy was my observer.  We were on alert duty, standby duty, 

because the patrol was in the sector at the time.  We always had an alert or 

standby duty at the station ready to go out. 

We had a message from a tanker that was being shelled by a German 

submarine on the surface within our sector.  So everybody rushed up to get the 

alert over the side.  We had to lift the planes off on a crane and put them over 

the seawall.  There were two Mark-4s bombs, one next to the fuselage under 

each wing.  In the hustle and bustle and excitement of getting the plane over 

the side in a hurry, whoever hung the bombs on neglected to hang them on 

properly. 

After they put the plane in the water, the tide was out, so I had to go 

outside of the seawall to take off.  I'd just warmed up my engine, headed into 

the wind, got on the step, and about to pull it off, when the bombs dropped off 

into nine feet of water. 

By the time it took to drop the nine feet and to detonate, one bomb set 

off the other bomb and blew the plane in half. 

There was a lighthouse on the end of the seawall, about 85 feet high.  

They told me from the station that my whole tail service and half the airplane 

went up about 15 feet beyond the top of the lighthouse. 

I cut the switches and the plane started sinking back.  Lovejoy, my 

observer, was in the front cockpit.  I said to him, "Get off your clothes, Lovey, 

we've got to swim." 

I let the pigeons go and we took off our clothes.  By the time we got 

our clothes off, which was very, very quick, the forward half of the plane 
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settled on the bottom.  Lovejoy climbed on the nose.  He didn't even get his 

feet wet, and I just got wet to my knees.  The crash boat came out and picked 

us up. 

We had just gotten off the perimeter of the explosion.  With the half of 

the plane on its step just about to take off, it had acquired flying speed.  Outside 

the perimeter, just as half of the ship had gotten up, the bombs exploded and 

blew the half of the plane in half, which was very fortunate.  That was a close 

one. 

 

Q:  Almost a miracle. 

I thought I read that the detachment sank a German submarine. 

 

Mr. Cline:  Part of our detachment sank a German submarine. 

Our detachment was all split up around the different air stations.  Some 

went with the Northern Bombing Group, some went with the British, and all 

the different allies--the observers and pilots. 

Three of our detachments were stationed up at Dunkerque, up off the 

English Channel.  That station was taken over from the French by the 

Americans. 

That station had been bombed from the sea and also periodically, quite 

often, as a matter of fact, from the German air station at Ostend.  So the French 

had given up the idea of trying to patrol out of there.  Submarines were all 

coming in to the pens at Zeebrugge and Ostend from the Channel.  So they 

decided to turn that over to the Americans. 



 

Kenneth Whiting knew the situation up there.  He refused to send the 

pilots up there or take over the station, unless they had fighter cover.  We had 

no fighter planes. 

The class that had just finished about that time, the third or fourth class 

at St.-Raphaël they sent over to the British to take up fighter plane training 

(chasse planes) and acrobatics, and so on. 

In that group, I think there were 12 or 14.  They went to England and 

trained with the Royal Air Force.  They went to Ayr, Scotland, with the British 

up there and got their combat and fighter training, and also gunnery. 

They were stationed at Dunkerque.  As soon as Whiting was assured 

that we were going to have fighter cover for our seaplanes out of Dunkerque, 

then we took the station over. 

One day on patrol, Pee Wee Carson, Pete Parker, and Franklin Young--all first 

aeronautic members--were on patrol in the English Channel off Zeebrugge.24  

They caught a German submarine on the surface going into Zeebrugge. 

Carson attacked with his bombs, but he was driven off by fire from the 

deck guns of the submarine.  Pete Parker and Franklin Young were covering 

him in Onrion fighters.  They attacked the submarine and killed all the deck 

crew on the submarine.  In the meantime, Carson was laying off and as soon 

as they wiped out the guns on the submarine, he returned and dropped his 

bombs and sank the submarine. 

 

Q:  That's really remarkable, isn't it? 

 

                                                           
24Ensign Julian F. Carson, USNRF, Naval Aviator #765; Ensign Erlon W. Parker, USNRF, Naval 

Aviator #758; Ensign Franklin Young, USNRF, Naval Aviator #761. 
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Mr. Cline:  Yes.  For which he received the Navy Cross. 

We were the lost battalion.  Nobody knew where we were.  They didn't 

know about us.  Even today, naval aviation, as big and as expansive as it is, 

nobody ever heard of the first aeronautic detachment. 

 

Q:  I was talking to an admiral this morning who was an aviator and I made 

some comment about it.  He looked blank.  He didn't know that background. 

 

Mr. Cline:  They forgot all about us.  We were there and we were doing our 

job.  If Admiral Sims hadn't come along and found us, I don't think we'd have 

gotten anywhere. 

In the first aeronautic detachment, a lot of them were killed.  We lost 

about 22, I think, during the war. 

 

Q:  Twenty-two of the 36? 

 

Mr. Cline:  No, that was just the pilots. 

We lost a lot of observers.  A lot of these mechanics who were sent 

down to do maintenance work, they were short in aircraft, so they made 

observers and machine gunners out of them.  So they were flying all the time 

with the British, with the French, and everybody.  So we had this loss of about 

22 of the entire group. 

A lot of these people became aviators.  After the war was over, a lot of 

them decided if they had the opportunity they'd stay in the Navy, which a lot 

of them did.  A lot of them stayed in the Navy and made life careers out of it.  

Several of them became captains and commanders until they retired. 

A lot of them went in commercial aviation.  Harold Elliott was the general 

manager of Eastern Airlines.125  Paul Gillespie conducted the Roosevelt Flying 

                                                           
25Ensign Harold A. Elliott, USNRF, Naval Aviator #760. 



 

School.  For many years, he was with the Civilian Aeronautics Detachment.  

Pete Parker was chief pilot for Eastern Airlines for many years.  Franklin 

Young was a captain pilot for TWA for many years until he retired.  Eddie 

Nirmaier was flying for the Radio Corporation of America for many years, the 

executive planes.26  Borland had a flight school in New Orleans.27  He was 

killed in a crash. 

A lot of them stayed on in aviation because they loved it.  They were a 

great gang. 

 

Q:  This has been truly delightful and interesting.  Your recall is just so fine.  

I'm sure that this will be a real catch for the Institute. 

 

Mr. Cline:  What I had in mind when I wrote this article for the Naval Aviation 

News, I want the younger generation or the people here after us to know what 

the first aeronautic detachment was because nobody's ever heard of it.  That 

was my idea. 

 

Q:  Mr. Cline is referring to Naval Aviation News, issue of June 1967 which 

published an article which contains some of the information on this tape.28  I 

really think some of the personal anecdotes on the tape are nice gems to have. 

 

Mr. Cline:  Fond memories to me, the greatest time of my life.  I never met 

such wonderful people in my life. 

Each year when the Golden Eagles get together at some naval air 

station--last year we were at the naval air station at Patuxent River--we see all 

the old timers. 

About five years ago, we had our reunion at the naval air station at 

Pensacola, Florida.  An old fellow came up to me--he had a bald head and thick 

                                                           
26Edwin Nirmaier, Naval Aviator #16749. 
27Armistead Borland. 
28The article referred to is entitled "First Naval Aviation Unit in France" (Naval Aviation News, 

June 1967, pp. 22-25). 
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glasses.  He'd had a stroke, and he walked with two canes.  He said, "Aren't 

you Joe Cline?"   

I said, "Yes." 

He said, "Who am I?  I'll be damned if I'll tell you who I am." 

I looked at him for a moment, and I watched his eyes and got his smile, 

and I said, "You're Hank Lanman." 

He said, "Yes, Joe, you got me."  I hadn't seen him in 48 years.  The 

last time I saw him was at Dunkerque, when he was the great big, tall six-foot-

two, handsome, wavy hair, waxed moustache with a swagger stick.  We get 

together every year. 

 

Q:  There was another picture that was cute.  You said you had your canes 

because you were going to pretend they were swords. 

 

Mr. Cline:  Yes.  While we were at Hourtin at the training of the preliminary 

seaplane flight school, we had a rumor (we always had rumors) that we were 

going to be commissioned as soon as we finished our flight training.  A lot of 

us, to mimic the French, carried canes when we were on liberty.  There was no 

regulation against it.  We all stood and presented arms with our canes, 

simulating our commissions.  But it didn't come. 

 

Q:  Those pictures are great.  I surely thank you. 

 

Mr. Cline:  It's been very interesting.  Recalls that you forget.  I think of little 

things that happened years and years ago that I'll never forget.  It was a grand 

time.  Youth made a difference, too. 

 

Q:  I'm sure that's true. 

When you get the draft of this manuscript back, if you've thought of 

any other anecdotes, which I think are important because an anecdote or story 

will give a feel of the times more than just a plain recital, please tell them. 

 



 

Mr. Cline:  I'll try and connect you with W. L. Hamlen.29
  I think he'd have a 

great story.  He's one of the pioneers in "lighter than air."  After the war, he 

was with Goodyear for many years.  He was in the first class at Goodyear. 

The only dirigible we had overseas was at the naval air station at 

Paimboeuf in France.  That was the only lighter than air station we had, and 

Ham was one of the pilots on the dirigible there.  They used to work with us in 

our sector.  Paimboeuf was just south of St. Nazaire. 

 

Q:  I surely do thank you for your time.  This will truly be a historic tape for 

the Institute. 

 

Mr. Cline:  I wish I could think of it all.  If I think of anything, or you want to 

know anything about the old days, I'll be glad to send it on to you. 

 

Q:  As you're in the still watches of the night maybe thinking, jot them down 

and add them to the draft. 

 

Mr. Cline:  I shall. 

 

Q:  You look so well, and I surely wish you well.  You're a great guy. 

 

 

 

                                                           
29Warner L. Hamlen, Naval Aviator #101. 


