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The Flying Tigers Won America’s Admiration
The volunteer fliers mounted one of the first covert operations against a foreign nation.
by Don Baird
DAYTON
They were the men John Wayne
pretended to be.
They were outnumbered. Their
supplies were inadequate. Their
weapons were soon worn out. They
won anyway, and America loved them
for it.
During the darkest days of Work
War II, Madame Chiang Kai-shek of
China described them as “angels–with
or without wings.”
Known to the U.S. government as
the American Volunteer Group, they
mounted one of the country’s first ventures into covert operations against a
foreign nation. The world knew them as
the Flying Tigers.
One of their number, John R.
“Dick” Rossi, 84, of Fallbrook, Calif.,
revealed one secret of their success in a
recent telephone interview. “We originated drive-by shooting,” he said.
Rossi is president of the Flying
Tiger Association and a Flying Tiger
ace who destroyed six Japanese aircraft
early in 1942.
He is among about a dozen former
Flying Tigers expected to be at the Dayton Convention Center on Saturday to
accept the 1999 Milton Caniff spirit of
Flight Award from the National Aviation Hall of Fame, Development Director Ron Kapaln said.
When the Japanese attacked Pearl
Harbor on Dec. 7, 1941, the American
Volunteer Group had 287 fighter pilots,
mechanics, radio operators and clerks,
Rossi said.
The Tigers flew Curtiss P-40 fighters that rivaled them in fame. The P40’s strong points were armor plating to
deflect enemy bullets, leak-proof fuel
tanks and speed, Rossi said.
The Japanese plane they fought
most often was the Nakajima Ki-27, a
light weight by comparison because it
lacked armor. It could turn on a dime,
but its unprotected fuel tanks made it
vulnerable to explosion.
An that is where the drive-by
shooting came in, Rossi said.“We used
to get up above the Japanese and dive

through them. They didn’t have the
speed that we had.”
The Tigers would blaze away with
their machine guns, then dart out of
range. The enemy pilots never got a
chance to out-turn them, Rossi said.
Those were the tactics Rossi used in
his first and most memorable combat
over Tavoy airfield southeast of Rangoon, Burma, on Jan. 19, 1942. “I got
into a head-on attack with one,” Rossi
recalled. The Japanese pilot ducked his
tiny plane under Rossi’s bigger, heavier
P-40 as they passed. Rossi then sped
away out of range.
Rossi turned, roared back, missed,
flew out of range, turned, tried again. It
was about that time that he noticed
tracer bullets flying past his cockpit. It
was the enemy pilot’s chums. “They
weren’t trying to help him so much as
they were try to get me,” Rossi said.
Rossi (who could not see any of his
buddies anywhere) used his superior
speed to duck into clouds.
Hollywood idolized the Flying
Tigers because they were credited with
destroying nearly 300 planes at a time
when conventional U.S. military forces
appeared to be losing on every front.
Despite the impression left by
movies, the Tigers never saw combat
before Pearl Harbor, and they weren’t a
bunch of untrained civilian volunteers.
“A lot of people still think it was a
fly-by-night outfit,” Rossi said,
“Almost everybody who was out there
was military trained.”
President Roosevelt’s top-secret
plan allowed members of the U.S.
Army, Navy and Marines to resign in
the spring of 1941 and begin working
for China. “We were only supposed to
be out for one year,” Rossi said.
The Americans were promised they
could resume their military careers
back home when their secret mission
ended.
The youngest among the Flying
Tigers survivors is at least 80, Rossi
said. With only 54 members left, age is
finally succeeding where the enemy
failed.
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