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Charles DeGaulle addresses French flight students at &Il'lﬂﬁn Field,
August 1945,

Field (OAAF), Michigan, located approxdmately 200 miles north of Detroit. From July 1944 through March 1945,

several detachments of French pilots were stationed at OAAF, where they flew the P47 aireraft as they practiced
their flying training skills prior to returning to France to participate in aerial eombat in the closing months of WWTL
The pilots in each detachment were given an intensive six-weeks course in combat flyving. Because this training program
was a one-time event and was of relatively short duration, little is known about this unique chapter of the 11 S5 Army
Air Foree's World War II training program. The history and details of this specialized combat training program are prob-
ably better known to French military historians than to Americans. This account details the training activities and ex-
periences of this little-known program.

The French training program at Oscoda followed closely after another unique training program which was conducted
at OAAF, when the Tuskegee Airmen of the 332nd Fighter Group completed their training in 1943. The 332nd, which
consisted of three fighter squadrons flown by the men known today as the Tuskegee Airmen, the first group of Afiican-
American aviators to fly in the Army Air Forces, received operational training at OAATF during nine months of 1943
The following year, the French fliers received their operational training over a nine-month period as well, during the
last six months of 1944 and the first three months of 1945, Although Selfridge Army Air Field (SAAF ), near Detroit, had
been the home of origin for several fighter aquadrons that had been established during WWII, operational combat train-
ing for units based at Selfridge oceurred at OAAF due to the fact that no usable training areas existed in the Detroit
vicinity, while there were many training areas available in the Oscoda and northern Michigan area. The Army Air Field
at Oseoda was traditionally been deseribed as a “sub-base” of Selfridge Field, but it was the site of gunnery and target
ranges for units assigned to Selfridge Field (and units assigned to other fields as well) sinece it had been established in
the 1920s.

D uring World War II, approximately 150 French pilots received operational flight training at Oscoda Army Air

The Army Air Field at Oscoda

The airfield at Oscoda had first been established in 1924, when the commanding officer at Selfridge Field, Major
Carl Spaatz, later a key general in the air war in Europe during World War I, urged the citizens of Ogeoda to join in a
cooperative effort to make the field suitable for use by the Army Air Service. The local citizens enthusiastically welcomed
the idea of building an airfield for the Air Service, as a devastating fire had bumed through the adjoining towns of
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Oseoda and Au Sable in 1911, The field was named Camp
Skeel, to commemorate a well-known Selfridge Air Corps
pilot, Burt Skeel, who was killed in a Dayton, Ohio, air
race in the fall of 1924. The airfield at Camp Skeel was
uzed regularly for gunnery practice during the summer
and fiall monthsa in the 19202 and 19308 and was used even
in the winter months so that Selfridge pilots could practice
winter {lying techniques.

After the Japanese attack at Pearl Harbor on Dece m-
ber 7, 1841, construction efforts at Camp Skeel increased
significantly. Airfield facilities were significantly improved
at Camp Skeel in 1942, including three conerete runways,
a taxdway, and an apron, Prior to the construction of these
runways and taxiway, the landing and taxi area had con-
sisted of grass—covered and sandy surfaces, The old build-
ings were torn down and more modern buildings were
constructed.” In August, 1942, the field was officially re-
named Oscoda Army Air Field, a name it held throughout
the remamder of World War I1. The mission of the field
was to provide operational training, primarily tactical
flight training and gunnery practice for units about to be
sent to active theaters of war,

The mission of the field was to pro-
vide ... primarily tactical flight train-
ing and gunnery practice

A third phase of construction started in December,
1942; in this phase a fire station and utility yard were
built and hospital and mamntenance facilities were added .’
Instead of standard barracks buildings, a number of “hut-
ments” were built. These sixteen by sixteen-foot square
huts held four men each. These were placed among the
pine trees that populated the field. One permanent hangar
was constructed on the field, located at the north end of
the aireraft parking area. The control tower was located
at its northwest corner.' A number of huts close to the
flight line were converted into administrative and training
build ings, in which two link trainers, a deflection trainer,
and a range estimator were placed. Other buildings in-
cluded the Commissary, Base Exchange, enlisted men’s
club, and officers’ club. Army trucks provided shuttle serv-
ice to Oscoda, and later, to East Tawas.®

By the spring of 1943 the capability of the field had
changed significantly from ite pre-war status, and it was

David K. Vaughan is Professor Emeritus of the Air
Foree Institute of Technology, where he taught courses
in technical communication, military ethics, and the
literature of the US Air Force. He is a graduate of the
United States Air Force Academy and flew a variety
of training and cargo aircraft during his twenty-vear
Air Force career. He received his MA from the Univer
sity of Michigan and his PhD from the University of
Washington. He has published several articles and
books in the areas of aviation history and literature.
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Entry Gate at Oscoda Army Air Field, 1944, Credit: Alles Francaises en
Amerigue du Nord, 1943-1958

fully operational and ready to receive its first training
units The first units to be assigned at Oseoda for wartime
training were the 100th Fighter Squadron, the 301st
Fighter Squadron, and the 302nd Fighter Squadron.
These squadrons, consisting of African-American pilots
trained at Tuskegee Institute, were assigned to the 332nd
Fighter Group, the first members of which arrived in the
middle of April, 1943. During the time that the Tuskegee
airmen were in training, on July 23, 1943, operational con-
trol of the airfield passed from the Third Air Force to the
First Air Force® First Air Force was responsible for the air
defense and training of the Northeast sector of the conti-
nental United States, The last of the Tuskegee airmen con-
cluded their training at OAAF in December, 1943, prior to
shipping out for combat duties in the Mediterranean and
European Theaters in WWII early in 1944. For the next
six months there was relatively little flying activity at
OAAF until the French airmen arrived in the summer of
1944.

The French Flight Training Program in the United
States

When the German forces invaded and eonquered
France in May and June, 1940, French forces still in
Franee or in areas under French control were obligated by
the terms of the French surrender agreement to fight in
support of the Nazi German government. However, the
French military forees in North Africa were freed from
their obligation after the successful Allied invasion known
as Operation Torch, conducted from November 8-16, 1942,
and Allied military commanders offered flight training to
French soldiers and airmen freed from their wartime re-
strictions in North Africa. Even though the French gov-
ernment was still under the control of the Nazis, the
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Mrs. Janine Davidson translates the flight instructions given by Flight In-
structor David Thomas to three French flight students at Van de Graaf
Field at Tuscaloosa, Alabama, November, 1943. The French insignia is
visible on the students’ left arms.

American gopvernment made Lend-Lease assistance avail-
able to Free French Forces.”

The U. S. Army Air Force put a plan into effect that
provided for an extensive flight training program for qual-
ified French soldiers.® A similar training program for pilots
had been conducted at Maxwell Field and Gunter Field,
Alabama, from 1941 to 1943 on behalf of the Roval Air
Force. This program had eoncluded early in 1943, and fly-
ing facilities that had been used to train British pilots
were now available to train Free French pilots.”

Facilities that had been used to train
British pilots were now available to
train Free French pilots

After their arrival in the United States, the French
airmen were assigned to a variety of different training pro-
grams, determined by preliminary testing In addition to
flight training, there were training programs for naviga-
tors, bombardiers, radio operators, gunners, mechaniecs,
and photographers, Of the approximately 5000 French
participants initially in the program, over 4000 completed
it. Men who were eliminated from the pilot training pro-
gram were channeled into other flying roles, including
navigators and bombardiers. Of the 4,209 men who com-
pleted the program, 1,339 became pilota, 81 were trained
as navigators, 264 as bombardiers, 957 as gunners, 397 as
radio operators, 1078 as mechanics in different specialties,
and 93 as photographers." Onee the French airmen com-
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pleted theiwr training, they were assigned to combat duty
in Europe.

The French aviators arrived from North Afriea in se-
guential groups, or detachments. There were a total of 23
detachments, with an average of 130 men in each detach-
ment. The first detachment arrived in June of 1943 and
the last arrived in April of 1945, averaging about one de-
tachment a month. Those men in the first seven detach-
ments were ahle to proceed through the entire training
program before the war ended ; the men in the remaming
sixteen detachments were still in training when the war
ended. At the end of World War I1, the men remaining in
the United States were returned to France in February,
1946,

The initial flight training plan for the French pilots
was thirty-four weeks long. It consisted of four weeks of
initial testing and pre-flight training conducted at Craig
Field, outside of Selma, Alabama, followed by ten weeks
of primary flight traming, during which trainees accumu-
lated a total of smty-five hours of flying time. Starting in
June, 1943, this phase of flight training was conducted at
Van De Graaff Field, near Tuscaloosa, Alabama. This
training was initially provided by the Alabama Institute
of Aeronauties (ATA). Training operations ceased at Van
De Graaff Field on September 8, 1944, and primary flight
training was then condueted by the Hawthorne School of
Aeronautics (HSA) at Orangeburg, South Carolina.

Then followed ten weeks (eighty-five hours of flying
time) of basic flight training at Gunter Field, in Mont-
gomery, Alabama. After completing training at Gunter
Field and officially being awarded their wings, the French
aviators were divided into two groups: single engine pilots
and multiengine pilots. Those aviators who qualified as
single-engine pilots were sent to Craig Field, Alabama,
where they received an additional ten weeks of training
ininety hourg) Those designated as multi-engine pilots
were sent. to Turner Field in Albany, Georgia, where they
received nine weeks (115 hours) of flight training in multi-
engine aircraft. When the multi-engine pilots completed
their advanced training, they were sent to Dodge City,
Kansas, where they flew B-26 aircraft; later in the pro-
gram, some of these pilots were sent to Frederick Field in
Oklahoma for training.!!

The French Flight Training Program al Oscoda

Onee the single-engine pilote completed their training
at Craig Field, they were gent to operational training units
(OTUs) for specialized training in P-47s. Early in the pro-
gram, from January through June, 1944, these OTU fields
included Dale Mabry Field, near Tallahassee, Florida, and
Norfollk Army Air Field in Virginia, However, the airfield
that received the greatest numbers of single engine stu-
dents and provided most of the OTU training was Oscoda
Army Air Field, which was designated as the primary P-
47 training base on July 11, 1944, On July 15, thirty-four
pilots from the 4th detachment of French aviators flew
from Norfolk Field to Oscoda, where a training program
was established that was exclusively devoted to the train-
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Specially designed insignia for French flight students who trained at Os-
coda. The phrase, “Ils Grandiront” means “they will fly"

ing of French pilots. From this date, all P=47 training for
French pilots from detachments four through eight was
conducted at OAAF. Oscoda Army Air Field, which had al-
ways been a sub-base (or auxiliary field) of Selfridge Field,
wag, for the first time in its existence, declared an inde-
pendent airfield on July 12, three days before the first
French pilots arrived.' By the time the French aviators
arrived at Oscoda, they had completed approximately 240
hours of flying time and had been in the training pipeline
for over thirty-four weeks, or eight months, At Oscoda,
each detachment of French pilots received an additional
three months of training before being released for assign-
ment to French Air Force units, After completing their
combat training, the French pilots were sent to Bolling Air
Field, Washington D.C., where they received orders assign-
ing them to flving units in the Buropean theater

French aviators continued their op-
erational training under the instruc-
tion of Army Air Force pilots

The first group to train at Oscoda consisted of the
members of the 4th detachment of French fliers, They
started training in September of 1943 as members of fly-
ing training class 44-D, proceeded through their primary
flight training at Van de Graaff Field and their basie train-
ing at Gunter Field, and were awarded their wings six
months later, on March 15, 1944, Those pilots selected to
fly avions de chasse, single engine fighters, received ad-
vanced flight training in T-6 and P40 aireraft at Craig
Field, which lasted approximately three months, The
members of this group then proceeded to Norfolk Field
where they received indoctrination flights in the P—47 air
craft prior to their arrival in Oscoda in July of 1944,

In addition to 34 pilots, one non-flving officer, Hubert
D'Irumberry de Salaberry, served as the commandant, or
senior military officer, in charge of the pilots. These men
were joined by a contingent of enlisted personnel from the

40

recently closed airfield at Blackstone Army Air Field in
Virginia. These men formed the maintenance and supply
sections serving the French airmen, all part of the 134th
Air Base Unit. The enlisted personnel supporting the
training program were American, not French, as there
were no provisions for training French enlisted men. With
the arrival of the French airmen and the enlisted person-
nel from Blackstone AAF, the number of personnel as-
signed to OAAF jumped from approximately 220 men on
July 1, to nearly 1000 men by July 31." Six months later,
at the end of January, 1945, there were 132 officers, 759
enlisted men, and 173 civilians assigned to the field; thus,
throughout the nine-month period that French aviators
trained at OAAF, the total personnel strength of the field
averaged just over 1000 men.

The purposge of the training program at Oscoda was
Preparation for Overseas Movement, or POM: "

The purpose of the training program was to standardize
training: to train all Oscoda personnel for combat warfare;
to improve the efficiency of the soldier; and to generally
qualify personnel for the manifold duties that will confront
them in combat.

On August 12, 1944, one month after the first detach-
ment of French pilots arrived, a apecial ceremony was held
in which the French tricolor flag wag raised near the bar
racks area of the field where the French cadets were
housed. The unit history reported that relations with the
local eivilian population were good: “the townspeople are
kindly disposed toward all military personnel |and] there
are numerous invitations for house parties, dinners, hot
dog roasts, and swimming and fishing parties. The USO,
which maintains two well-equipped buildings in town, has
done much in the way of arranging these affairs,"'"

At Ogeoda the French aviators continued their opera-
tional training under the instruction of Army Air Foree pi-
lots as they were introduced to combat tactics and
practiced formation flying, aerial combat, and gunnery.
The first group completed its training on September 16,
1944, The second group of French aviators, from the 5th
detachment, began training in the United States in Octo-
ber, 1943, completed their primary and basie training as
members of flying training class 44-F, and received their
wings on May 23, 1944, After completing advanced flight
training at Craig Field, they proceeded directly to Oscoda,
arriving in August of 1944; they com pleted their training
by November 15, 1944, The members of the 6th detach-
ment (¢lass 44-F) began training early in November 1943,
received their wings on June 27, 1944, and completed their
training at Oscoda on December 26, 1944, The members
of the 7Tth detachment began training late in November,
1943, started their flying program early in January, 1944
iclass 44-G), received their wings on August 4, 1944, and
completed training at Oscoda on March 8, 1945, The mem-
bers of the 8th detachment, the last detachment to com-
plete P=47 training at Oscoda, began their training in
February of 1944, received their wings on 16 October 1944
(class 44-H), and completed their training at Oscoda on
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April 12th, 1945, Ofthe over 150 French fliers who entered
the combat training program at Oscoda, a total of 132 com-
pleted their training at Oscoda, thirty in Detachment 4,
twenty-three in detachment 5, twenty-eight in Detach-
ment 6, thirty-two in Detachment 7, and nineteen in De-
tachment 8.

The most significant problem associated with the
training program was that few American ground or flight
instructors spoke fluent, or even passable, French, The
need for French-speaking flight instructors was so great
that those pilots n the United States who spoke mini-
mally acceptable French were placed in the training pro-
gram, even il they had expressed a desire to fly in combat,
The inability to communiecate clearly in the cockpit was a
seripus concern, as the French pilots often did not under-
stand exactly what the instructor pilot was asking them
to do. In the early phases of the training program, in the
preflight and primary flight instruction phases at the fly-
ing fields located in the southern states, French-speaking
civilians were hired to serve as elassroom instructors and
flight line translators.'®

Some American pilots assigned as flight instructors
were members of the support staff at OAAF, Other 1n-
structors were stationed at Selfridge Field and were trans-
ferred to Oscoda for brief intervals. Two of these
instructors were Captain Howard Askelson and Captain
Arlie Blood, who were assigned to Selfridge in December,
1944, Arlie Blood had flown P-47s in the European The-
ater in 1943, On one mission he was shot down over
France and managed to aveid ecapture by the German
forces, eventually making his way into Spain. Undoubt-
edly his ability to survive in France during difficult times
made him a likely candidate as an instructor for the
French aviators assigned to Oscoda, even if his knowledge
of the French language was incomplete. Blood brought his
wife, Lucille, with him to Oscoda; they drove north in the
middle of the cold northern Michigan winter and rented a
log eabin, designed for summer, not winter visitors, and
stayed there for three months while he provided flight in-
struction o the French cadets."

His experience as a P47 combat pilot in Europe was
invaluable in guiding the pilots in gunnery practice. He
described how shooting at a towed target was evaluated:

15

A six foot by thirty foot cloth bannerwas towed behind an-
other aircraft with a steel cable about a thousand feet be-
hind the airplane. One hundred rounds of fifty caliber
ammo was loaded in each of two guns The tips of the fifty
caliber ammo were dipped in paint. Each aireraft was
loaded with different colors The leader wsually carried red
tipped ammo. After firing at the towed banner i was
brought back tothe field, dropped, and then the holes were
counted. X number red, X number blue, etc. Sixty of the two
hundred rounds had to hit the . .. banner to qualify [the
pilot] as an expert gunner,

The aircraft practicing their gunnery skills shot at the
target as the tow plane towed the aerial target in a
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Captain Arlie Blood diagrams a flight maneuver for French flying stu-
dents at Oscoda AAFE (Credit: Arlie Blood, Only Angels Have Wings.)

goutherly direction, parallel to the Lake Huron shoreline.
A government aeronautical chart dated June 8, 1944,
shows a danger area whose northern boundary begins ten
miles eastward from the Lake Huron shore extending
from approximately ten miles north of Harrisville south
to the northern edge of the town of Oscoda.

[Blood’s] experience as a P-47 combat
pilot in Europe was invaluable in
guiding the pilots in gunnery practice

One Oscoda resident vividly described the scene as the
P—47s flew their attack patterns at the targets extending
behind the tow-planes as they flew south along the Lake
Huron shore line: ™

It was a common war-years stght to watch the fighter
planes swooping down at the white target some 900 yards
behind the tow plane. Their guns blazing and drumming
out the familiar machine gun sound, the sight brought the
war home vividlyto us . .. The fighter planes made a giant
wheel in the sky, as they bore in on the target and then,
their shooting finished on this strike, swooped up quickly
in a huge arc to avoid the angry guns of imaginary planes
behind them.

Bick and forth the tow plane went, month after month,
turning back south off the toren of Harrisville, going down
the lake to the Tawases, then swinging north again. ... The
sound of machine gun fire over the trwin towns of Oseoda
and Au Sable was as common as the clop, clop of the [local]
farm horse pulling the quaint little box of @ milk cart
around the towns each day.

In addition to the Lake Huron target area, a fifteen
mile by fifteen mile danger zone was located just to the
north and west of the Oseoda airfield; aireraft attacking
ground targets at the west edge of the OAAF airfield
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would maneuver in this area. Danger areas were also lo-
cated over Lake Margrethe, near Grayling, where there
wag an auxiliary flving field, and even over the Beaver Is-
lands, northwest of Traverse City, In general, P-47 airceraft
flown by the French pilots could be seen maneuvering in
a fifty-mile radius of OAAF, from Alpena in the north to
East Tawas and Tawas City to the south to Grayling in the
west,

Arlie Blood related one story about how two of his stu-
dents aborted one gunnery mission, claiming that their
aireraft engines were showing low oil pressure, He told
them to return to the field and land, and he continued the
gunnery misgion with his remaining student. When he re-
turned to the feld, he was asked where his missing bwo
students were, He replied that they had said their aireraft
had experienced engine problems and he assumed they
had returned to the field. Soon after, he related, the High-
way Patrol reported that both students had made belly
landings on the highway north of Oscod a. When they were
questioned, they reported that they had fought an aerial
duel over the affections of the same local Oscoda girl and
had shot each other down. Arlie’s comment was: “What an
ingtructor they must have had!™ Unfortunately, official
aireraft aceident reports do not indicate two aireraft expe-
riencing emergency landings on the same day during the
winter of 1944-1945, or at any time during the nine-month
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Oscoda AAF Executive Officer, Lt Col Andrew Reynolds, briefs French flight students prior to flight, summer, 1944,

period that the French pilots were in training at Oscoda,
But the story is too good not to have some element of truth
in it.

Not that there might not have been girls in Oscoda
who would have appealed to the French pilots; the town
was inhabited by many families with French-Canadian
backgrounds, families that had been started by men from
Canada who had come to Oscoda and Au Sable to work
during the lumbering vears from 1850 to 1910, Names
such as Bissonette, Michaud, Gagnier, Lavoie, and The-
bault were common,

Some of the French pilots brought
their wives or girlfriends ... and in-
stalled them in local resort cabins

Some of the French pilots brought their wives or girl-
friends with them and installed them in local resort cab-
ins, Jerry Wagner, whose family lived near the entrance to
the airfield, reported visiting one such eabin on a warm
summer’s day shortly after the first group of pilots arrived
in the summer of 1944 . When he walked up to the door to
deliver a note from the French pilot, he could see, through
the sereen door, the French airman’s wife doing her iron-
ing in the eabin wearing nothing above the waist. The half
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French flight students' shoulder insignia.

dressed woman came to the door to take the note, and re-
ceived it without registering any concern, This surprising
experience provided Wagner with a “cherished war-years
memory.” !

In order to converse with the French pilots, Wagner
bought a French language instructional manual. Wagner
often worked with his stepfather and some other men on
the west side of the base near the ground firing range,
where they had a contract to remove the trees that had
been cut when the firing range had been constructed. Al-
though they always checked with the base operations of-
fice to ensure that no gunnery practice was scheduled
when they went out to clear the fallen trees, they were
often surprised by the French pilots flying their P-47s low
overhead as they worked. Wagner was sure that the pilots
mtentonally looked for them, hoping to put a fright into
them, which they did.

Wagner thought that the French pilots were “fearless™

22

These fearless men, so far away from their homeland and
possibly already angry at losing their beloved country fo
Hitler, threw caution te the wind. At buzzing people and
buildings, they were absolutely the most reckless and care-
free pilots that ever trained at the base. . .. They flew [their
P—47s] with consummate skill,

Wagner recalled that aireraft flving low, or “buzzing,”
the Oscoda beaches was a "common war vears occurrence,’
and that residents often saw a P—47 flying at high speed
“no more than one hundred feet in the air and traveling
the length of the beautiful [Lake Huron| beach from the
mouth of the Au Sable River north” to the northern bound-
ary of town.” But the residents never seriously com-
plained, believing that it was “unpatriotic to complain
about such things” while a war was being waged.

The shortage of flying instructors proficient in French
resulted in a decision to assign some of the more proficient
French pilots as instructors as well,

The American instructor was quite moare that it was his
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inability to explain on the spot—and those spots were short
in time—rather than the lack of abiity of his student to fly
that was the source of the problem. Because of the latent
danger created by poor communication, Training Com-
mand asked and obtained from the French Headguarters
in Washington the permission to keep some of the trainees
for flight instructor’s duty from the very beginning.

The French flight instructors (or moniteurs, as they
were referred to in the French language), helped French
flying students to resolve communication problems. Rene
Leveque, a member of the first detachment of French avi-
ators to arrive in the United States, and one of the first
French flight instructors at Gunter Field, stated that he
“often took the job of saving French Cadets from being
‘wasghed out’ because communication failed in a certain
phase of training. "™ Eventually, some French pilots were
assigned as instructors at every field that was used in the
French pilot training program, including Oscoda Army Air
Field,

At least six moniteurs served at Oscoda during the
nine-month period when the French pilots were assigned
to the base: Guy Brunet, a member of the 3rd detachment;
Francois Messinger, a member of the 6th detachment;
Andre Maccary, also in the 5th detachment; Jacques
Noetinger, a member of the 6th detachment; Serge Lazare-
vitch of the 6th detachment; and Jean Kisling, a member
of the 13th detachment. Two of these six moniteurs died
in aircraft accidents while they were at Oscoda, and a
third died in a non-flying accident.

In order to converse with the French
pilots, Wagner bought a French lan-
guage instructional manual

The first fatality was Franecois Messinger, who died on
a tramning flight on September 17, 1944, two months after
the training program at Oseoda began. Messinger was an
element leader in a fourship formation led by Guy
Brunet. The other pilots were Jean-Louis Jacquet,
Brunet’s wingman, and Andre Maccary, Messinger'’s wing-
man. The mission was a high altitude formation flight, de-
signed to familiarize the pilots with the techniques and
sensations of high altitude formation Qying, Prior to take-
off at Oscoda, the pilots discussed the procedures associ-
ated with their radio communications, fuel management,
and oxvgen equipment. After takeoff, the formation flew
north and then headed east over Lake Huron, climbing for
altitude. As the group passed through 8,000 feet, Brunet
called for all pilots to engage their engine turbo super-
chargers, which would enable their engines to perform
more efficiently in the thinner air of the higher altitudes.
Brunet also called for oxygen checks periodically.

After levelling at 25,000 feet, Brunet turned to the left
in a ten degree bank, a relatively shallow bank. All of the
other aircraft followed except for Messinger's aircraft,
which turned to the right on a southerly heading, It also
started a gradual descent. Maceary, who was flying on
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Messinger's right wing, called to Messinger on the radio
but received no answer. Maccary alerted Brunet that
Messinger was not responding to his ealls. Messinger's
plane started to descend in a series of steep spirals. Mac-
cary followed Messinger's aircraft to an altitude of 4,000
feet, when he leveled off and watched as Messinger's air-
craft continued its descent until it struck the surface of
Lake Huron three miles northeast of Sturgeon Point on
the Lake Huron coast, four miles north of Harrisville,
Michigan

There were twenty-five aircraft inci-
dents or accidents involving French
pilots

Maeceary stated that when Messinger's aireraft struck
the surface of the water, he saw “a large geyser and a white
spot that settled rapidly” Although the accident investi-
gation board was unable to determine the cause of the
crash, it was probably due to a lack of oxygen. Either
Messinger had not attached his oxygen mask, or it was not
feeding him oxygen under pressure at high altitude as it
should have. A lack of oxygen at high altitude can cause
hypoxia, a condition in which the brain loses conscious-
ness, incapacitating the pilot, In August, 2012, sixty-eight
vears later, pieces of Messinger's P-47 washed up on the
Lake Huron shore at Sarnia, Ontario, over 100 miles south
of the crash site”” Sadly, Messinger's wingman, Andre
Maccary, died less than two months later in a non-flying
accident. He drowned while duck hunting in a marsh near
Cedar Lake, located just north of the airfield, on November
10, 1944, The second moniteur to die in an aireraft acei-
dent was Serge Lazarevitch, who was killed when his air-
craft struck the ground while maneuvering at low altitude
six miles west of Harrisville, Michigan, on March 30, 1945,

Jacques Noetinger had been a moniteur in T-6 air-
craft at Craig Field before arriving at Oscoda, He had a
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Classroom instruction, Oscoda AAF, 1944, Credit: Ailes Francaises en Amerique du Nord, 1943-1958.

long and productive flying career after the war. Even
though he did not receive his training at Oscoda, Jean
Kisling, a member of the 13th detachment, served as a
moniteur in the P47 program at Selfridge and Oscoda.
After World War IT ended, he became a commercial pilot
for Air France, and accumulated over 26,000 hours of fly-
ing time.

Including the accidents mentioned above, there were
twenty-five aireraft incidents or accidents involving
French pilots during the nine months they trained at Os-
cod a. Of these there were four fatalities, including the two
moniteurs mentioned above. The third fatality was
Jaecques Martin, who was killed when his aireraft struck
the ground three miles west of Greenbush, Michigan, on
December 29, 1944, The fourth fatality was Marcel Oules,
who was killed in an aircraft crash six miles west of
Mikado, Michigan, on March 26, 1945. Of the twenty-five
incidents and accidents, four occurred while the aireraft
was taxying on the airfield, five occurred during landing,
and three occurred when the aireraft struck the large cloth
aerial target that was being towed over the aerial gunnery
range off the Lake Huron shoreline, There were five forced
landings due to mechanical failure.

Three non-fatal crash landings occurred during the
nine-month training period; the first occurred on Septem-
ber 8, 1944, when an aircrafl erashed on a local farm,
owned by Edward Vaughan, located on the southern banks
of the Au Sable River, two miles south of the airfield, * Ac-
cording to one local account, the pilot clipped the tops of
several trees before his aireraft #

bellv-smashed into their field. It skidded in the black soil
of their plowed field for seven or eight hundred fect then
smashed intoa large [oak/ tree that stopped the out-of-con-
trol ride. When the grinding of metal ceased and the smoke
cleared, the Vaughans had a fighter plane and a Free
Freneh flver almost in their living room.
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French flight students at Oscoda AAR (Credit: Ailes Francaises en
Amerique du Nord, 1943-1958.)

As the aircraft struck the ground, one wheel broke loose
from the plane and came to rest on the Vie Merkel farm,
located across the Au Sable River from the Vaughan farm.
The pilot, Maurice Meuret, though seriously injured, sur-
vived. The second erash occurred fifteen miles north of
Traverse City and one mile west of Bellaire, Michigan, on
February 2, 1945; a third occurred seven miles south of
West Branch on April 12, 1945,

The most unfortunate incident associated with the
French flight training program occurred on August 8,
1944, less than a month after the first group of French pi-
lots arrived at Oscoda. A flight of three aireraft, led by
Lieutenant Kenneth Wassing, an army air force instructor
pilot, buzzed low over Lake Margrethe, located just south-
west of the central Michigan town of Grayling, Wassing’s
two wingmen were French pilots Andre Erard and Antoine
Fabby. One of the three aircraft flew so low the propeller
of one of the three aireraft struck Mrs. Mary Meyer as she
sat in a rowboat with her son, Oscar. The seventy-two year
old woman and her son, from Madeira, Ohio, were vaca-
tioning in Grayling. Mrs. Meyer, who was trying to crouch
low in the boat, was nearly cut in half by the propeller of
one of the aireraft. Her son, who threw himself flat in the
haat, was not injured.

The lead aircraft was flown by Lieutenant Wassing;
Erard and Fabby were both members of the newly arrived
4th detachment of French pilota The base commander of
Oscoda Army Air Field, Colonel John Crosthwaite, con-
vened a court martial board which found Wassing guilty
of violating two articles of war, flying too low and endan-
gering civilians. Wassing was sentenced to eighteen
months at hard labor, dismissal from the service, and for-
feiture of all pay and allowances. Because they were flying
closge formation, following the lead ship flown by Wassing,
Erard and Fabby were allowed to continue in the program
and graduated with the other members of their detach-
ment in September.™
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After the Allied forces suecessfully pushed the Ger-
man army out of France and began to take control of large
sections of Germany in the spring of 1945, the French
flight training program experienced adjustments as the
war in Europe came to a cloge, On March 27, 1945 a forest
fire ignited six miles west of Ozcoda. Strong winds assisted
the fire in spreading east towards Oscoda and threatened
bath the airfield and the town before volunteer fire fight-
ers were able to stop the fire from advancing. Three hun-
dred military personnel from Oscoda Army Air Base were
among the volunteers who helped to halt the fire. By the
time the fire was stopped on March 28, almost 20,000
acres of grass and forest land had been burned. All aircraft
at OAAF were flown from Oscoda to Selfridge Field as a
precautionary measure in case the fire could not be con-
trolled.™ The fire was stopped at the western boundary of
the town, where the Detroit and Mackinac Railway train
station was located; several sheds and small buildings
near the D&M depot were destroyed before the efforts of
the firefighters, assisted by reduced winds, stopped the ad-
vance of the fire,

The gunnery range at Oscoda contin-
ued to be used by French pilots ... at
Selfridge until August 1945

Although the forest fire probably was not the reason,
on April 11, all formal combat training at Oscoda ceased,
and operational training in P-<47s moved to Selfridge
Field. The gunnery range at Osecoda continued to be used
by French pilots in training at Selfridge until August 1945,
when the war ended and all training ceased.” Although
French pilots were still moving through the training
pipeline, a number of factors were responsible for the de-
cision to close the program. The major factor was end of
the war in Europe on May 6, 1945; the need for French
combat pilots was no longer as urgent as it had been ear-
lier in the war When Japan surrendered on August 14, the
need for trained French combat pilots was over. General
Charles De Gaulle, provisional president of France, visited
Selfridge Field on August 27, and inspected the French
airmen who had assembled for his visit. In February 1946,
the training program was officially terminated and all
French airmen in the United States returned to France.

Although many of the French airmen did not complete
their training in time to fly in combat over their home
country, same of the early graduates did so. At least one of
the Oscoda trainees, Maurice Pochet, flew the P47 over
Germany before the war ended. Many of the trainees be-
came pilots in the French Air Force after the war.

The airfield at Oseoda continued to be used for gun-
nery training by French and American pilots stationed at
Selfridge Field throughout the summer of 1945, but after
the departure of the French pilots, on April 12, the base
again reverted to its status as a sub-base of Selfridge
Field. The field was largely deserted, affording those mil-
itary personnel still assigned to OAAF the opportunity to
live their lives at a more leisurely pace. Jerry Wagner re-
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called being a passenger in a Chrysler automobile driven
by one of his friends, Neddy Gilardino, along with one of
the base's military policemen, Corporal Davis, as Gilardino
drove it down the military airfield’s deserted runway one
afternoon in late summer, trving to see if it could reach a
speed of one hundred miles an hour,

Suddenly a dark shadow passed overhead, accompa-
nied by a very loud roaring noise. They then saw a P51
fly over them, its wheels down, so low that they could read
the black stenciled letters on the bottom of the fuselage.
The aircraft quickly passed them, retracted its wheels, and
circled around for another attempt at landing. Gilardino
drove his car off the runway and over to the base opera-
tions office, where Corporal Davis knew the pilot of the
aircraft, Lt Col Ralph.Jenkins, the base commander, would
be parking, Corporal Davis stood at attention while Jenk-
ing stepped down from the P-51.

As Jenkins approached, he asked Corporal Davis,
“Have your friends been up in the tower, Corporal Davis?”

Corporal Davis replied , “No, sir, they haven't.”

“Then by all means, show them the tower" He paused
briefly, then added, “We all know they have seen the run-
way”

Lt Col Ralph Jenking had been Captain Arlie Blood's
P-47 squadron commander in the 510th Fighter

Squadron in Europe.

When the combat training program for the French pi-
lots ended, a significant chapter of the history of Army Air
Force experience at Oscoda came to an end. Two special
groups of pilots, the Tuskegee Airmen and the Free French
airmen, had conducted their training programs at Oscoda,
the only American airfield to accommodate these two
unique groups of airmen for extended training programs.

The field was officially closed on December 31, 1945.
However, as the Cold War intensified and international
tensions rose as a result of the Korean conflict (1950-
1953), the airfield at Oscoda became increasingly active
as more flying units conducted training there. In 1950, the
field again opened as an active installation under the com-
mand of the 10th Air Foree of the Continental Air Com-
mand. In 1951, an interceptor squadron flving jet-powered
["-86s was assigned to the field and the field was trans-
ferred to the Air Defense Command. The field was re-
named Wurtsmith Air Foree Base in 1953, in honor of a
recently deceased Air Force general officer, Paul Wurt-
smith, and shortly after became one of the northern tier
of bases in the Strategic Air Comumand. It eventually was
home to both B-52 and KC~135 aircraft. As world tensions
decreased after the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1987, the need
for large numbers of global reach nuclear-capable hombers
also decreased, and the base eventually cloged in 1993, B
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