Lieutenant General Claire Lee Chennault of the famed Flying Tigers.

Flying Tiger honored

Wayne G. Johnson

The U.S. Postal Service recently
“issued a stamp honoring Flying
“Tiger Chief Lt. Gen. Claire Lee Chen-

nault, thereby giving due recogni-

tion to one of America’s greatest avi-
ation tacticians.

Chennault wasbornin Commerce,
TX, on 6 September 1893, although
some military sources give his birth
date as 1890. His family moved to
Louisiana when he was an infant.

Clare Chennault realized his

dream to become an aviator when he
won his pilot’s wings in the Army Air
Service in 1918. He quickly devel-
oped a reputation as an extraordi-
nary airman, pursuit squadron lead-
er and instructor, and by 1935 was
chief of the Fighter Training Com-
mand at Maxwell Field in Montgom-
ery, Alabama.

- In 1933, as a young captain, Chen-

nault wrote the Role of Defensive

Pursuit, which became recognized as

. the authoritative manual on fighter

aircraft strategy and the standard
for fighter tactics in air combat.
Chennault had demonstrated the
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utility of fighter aircraft in the early
1930s with his aerobatic team: Three
Men on a Flying Trapeze, which
gained him international recog-
nition, but incurred the displeasure
of his superiors.

Flying Tigers

Forced toretirein 1937, Chennault
became Air Advisor to the Chinese
government, and his studies of the
aircraft and tactics of the Japanese
invadersin China proved invaluable
when the U.S. came into the war in
1941. In early 1941 he had organized
the American Volunteer Group
(which the Chinese later dubbed the
Flying Tigers) to defend the Burma
Road, the lifeline to China.

Using Chennault’sinnovative tac-
tics, his Flying Tigers: The Ameri-
can Volunteer Group, China Air
Task Force, and the 14th Air Force,
blazed their way to glory over the
skies of Burma and China accumu-
lating a record of aerial victories
unsurpassed by any other air units
in WWIL

Because Chennault was a maver-
ick with advanced views on fighter
aircraft tactics and strategy, he was
constantly in conflict with his super-
iors. As a result, he resigned his
command in China a few months
before the end of the war and thus
was deprived of the taste of victory.
Dunng the V-J Day surrender cere-
monies on the battleship Missouri,
General Douglas MacArthur’s first
comment was “Where’s Chennault?”
MacArthur believed Chennault
should be present at this important
historical event because of Chen-
nault’srolein achieving that victory.

In 1946, Chennault returned to
China and established the Civil Air
Transport which he operated until his
death.

General Claire Lee Chennault, the
master aerial tactician, died in 1958,
and was buried with honors at Arling-
ton National Cemetery.

Those who had served with Gen-
eral Chennault felt that their com-
mander had not received the honors
he deserved and had not been given
his rightful place in history. They
were determined to correct that slight
and felt a postal stamp honoring
Claire Lee Chennault would be an
appropriate recognition of his con-
tributions to aviation. Thus began the
Chennault Stamp Saga.

Campaign
The battle for the General Claire L.,
Chennault stamp was one of the
longest campaigns in U.S. Postal
history. Shortly after General Chen-



nault’s death in 1958, Christopher
Oolovgian, a Vice President of the
Flying Tigers of the 14th Air Force
Association, proposed a postal stamp
honoring Claire L. Chennault. The
Flying Tigers is a veterans’ organi-
zation madeup of the American Volun-
teer Group, the China Task Force
and the 14th Air Force, commanded
by General Chennault from 1941 to
1945 in China in WWIL. The 14th Air
Force Association was organized in
1948 by General Chennault and a
number of others interested in pre-
serving the traditions of the Flying
Tigers. Chennault was the first Pres-
ident of the association.

Qolovgian spearheaded a letter
writing program to the Post Office
Department from 1960 until his death
in 1972. I first wrote the Postmaster
General in July 1960 and received a
polite response that the Chennault
Stamp would be considered. Despite
thousands of requests over the years
the Post Office replied with virtually
the same form letter. “A Chennault
stamp is being considered.” We con-
tinued to write.

The campaign picked up speed in
1975 when Joseph Won of Pittsburg,
CA, was appointed Chennault Stamp
Committee chairman by the Board of
the 14th Air Force Association. Won
secured the endorsement of every
member of Congress, every senator
and governors of all 50 states.

Lord Louis Mountbatten, Mount-
batten of Burma, President Chiang
Ching-kou of Taiwan and other dis-
tinguished world and military lead-
ers wrote letters of endorsement. Ron-
ald Reagan as Governor of Cal-

ifornia, and later as President of the

United States, strongly endorsed a
Chennault Stamp. This intensive
campaign failed to persuade the Pos-
tal Service.

Convention

In1977,1 was appointed chairman
for the next annual convention of the
Flying Tigers of the 14th Air Force to
be held in Duluth, MN. I was deter-
mined to have a Chennault Stamp
for that convention. But we didn’t
have the clout. Congressman John
Blatnik and his successor, Congress-
man James Oberstar of Minnesota,
Vice President Walter Mondale, and
anumber of Sentators, including Ted
Stevens of Alaska and Car! Levin of
Michigan, arranged for personal
meetings with postal officials. I met
with the postal officials on five sep-
arate occasions. The Stamp “was
being considered,” was the stock
answer.

In 1984, Warren Smith, a former

Red Cross official who had served in
China with Chennault, was ap-
pointed chairman of the Chennault
Stamp Committee to replace Joseph
Won. Smith enlisted the aid of Herb
Nickerson, a former president of the
South Carolma Philatelic Society.

Warren Smith intensified the efforts
with a massive campaign incliding
letters, petitions and phone calls to
the Postal Service and members of
the Citizens Stamp Advisory Com-
mittee. He was informed that the
Advisory Committee itself was now
considering a Chennault Stamp . . .
but with no target date.
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The man who probably tipped the
scales was Senator Barry Goldwater.
At the 1987 graduation ceremonies
at the Air Force Academy, I dis-
cussed our inability to convince the
Postal Service to issue a Chennault
Stamp. Goldwater had been a trans-
port pilot in India and China during
WWII and knew and admired Chen-
nault. He promised to help. A short
time later he informed me that the
Postal Service had agreed to issue a
stamp honoring General Chennault
in 1991.

That was still a long way away.
Through the efforts of Anna Chen-
nault, the general’s widow, and Sen-
ator Ted Stevens, the issuance date
was later advanced to 1990.

More than 3,000 people turned out
for the First Day of Issue ceremony
in Monroe, LA on 6 September 1990

at the campus of Northeast Louisi- .

ana University. A delegation from
Republic of China (Taiwan), led by
Ambassador Konsin Shah and Post-
master General Hsia Ho-sheng, at-
tended the ceremonies. Postmaster
General Hsia of Taiwan announced
that“ﬁ'rgovemment was also issu-
ing a special commemorative stamp

honoring General Claire Chennault
on 26 September

A unique feature of the ceremon
was a flyover by the Louisiana Wing
of the Confederate Air Force flying
World War II aircraft, including the
famous P-40 Warhawk fighter plane
with the brilliantly colored shark’s
mouth on its front cowling.

The Flying Tigers celebrated thelr
success with a Postal Service autho-
rized Special Cancellation ceremony
in New Orleans, LA on 18 October,
during their 43rd annual convention.
Specially designed First Day Covers,
many with dual cancellations, were
available at both ceremonies. In ad-
dition to the Postal Service program
issued at the Monroe ceréemony, the
14th Air Force Association offered a
special design program at the Spe-
cial Cancellation ceremony in New
Orleans. Thirty years of concerted
and persistent effort finally paid off.
The battle was won. General Chen-
nault now had his rightful place in
history. O

Editor’s note: Johnson served asa
fighter pilot flying P-40s and P-51sin
Chennault’s commandin China and
is Past President of the 14th Air
Force Association.
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