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The World Flight and Military Aviation in the 1920s

William P. Head

I n an age which began with the Wright Brothers completing the first powered aircraft flight on December 17, 1903 at
Kill Devil Hill near Kitty Hawk, North Carolina and culminated with Charles Lindbergh’s non-stop solo flight across
the Atlantic in May 1927, military aviation, especially in the Army would evolve from a single Wright Flier to the Air

Corps Act of July 2, 1926, which made the Army’s air arm a co-equal branch with the cavalry, infantry, artillery, and other
key corps components of the U.S. Army. While this did not satisfy advocates of a separate service, it proved to be a major
step in that direction and allowed its first commander, General Mason M. Patrick, to continue his program of proving the
value of airpower as a striking force rather than just an auxiliary service. In fact, the Act proved to be a major step in sal-
vaging U.S. military aviation, which had fallen far behind European states after World War I.1

While many men were to play a key role in the creation of what became first the Air Corps, then the Army Air Forces
in World War II, and ultimately, the U.S. Air Force on September 18, 1947, the most famous was Brigadier General William
B. “Billy” Mitchell whose writings, speeches, and aerial demonstrations awakened the American public to the vital nature
of airpower. Even so, Mitchell’s zeal angered leadership and found him out of the picture when the time came to push for
a new Army Air Corps. Instead, it was the steadying hand of the Air Service commander, Mason M. Patrick, which opened
the door to the establishment of the Air Corps and its eventual evolution into the United States Army Air Forces, which
contributed mightily to the Allied victory in World War II. 

Ultimately, it was Patrick’s actions and those of his “boys” which demonstrated the voracity of his concepts and his
words. One of the most dramatic achievements that Patrick led to fruition was the Around-the-World Flight by eight
brave and daring airmen who risked everything to prove flying around the world was not only possible but socially, mil-
itarily, and economically important. 2

Mason Patrick The Airmen’s Airman

Mason M. Patrick was born on December 13, 1863 in Lewisburg, West Virginia and graduated second in his West
Point class of 1886, which included such luminaries as John J. Pershing. In 1916, as a colonel, he led the First Regiment
of Engineers during the Punitive Expedition into Mexico. In 1917, when the U. S. entered World War I, Patrick went to
Europe as a brigadier general overseeing the construction of the ports, railroads, depots, and airfields needed to support
the American Expeditionary Forces.3

On May 10, 1918, Pershing asked him to assume command of the Air Service to quell differences between Air Service

The World Fliers at Sand Point, Washington, before the
World Flight.  (Left to Right) Arthur Turner, Henry Ogden,
Leslie Arnold, Leigh Wade, Lowell Smith, Frederick Martin &
Alva Harvey posed for history.  Erik H. Nelson and Jack
Harding were absent; Turner did not fly.  (Photo from special
collections, Museum of History & Industry, Smithsonian In-
stitution.)



leadership on how to employ the U.S. Army’s air arm.
“Black Jack” believed Patrick’s organizational and admin-
istrative skills would create an effective unit. Patrick im-
mediately instituted commonsense policies that, by the end
of the war, had built an effective, combat-ready group. After
the war, he supervised the demobilization of the Air Service
combat units and returned to the Corps of Engineers, plan-
ning to finish his career as the commander of the Army’s
engineering school.

By 1921, the Air Service budget had been cut by 60
percent, and it had fallen into disrepair. The officer corps
shrank from 2,219 in 1919 to 950 in 1921. While Billy
Mitchell successfully demonstrated that aircraft could de-
stroy ships, his strident public declarations created resent-
ment among senior Army and Navy leaders, damaging the
Air Service’s reputation. Unable to diffuse Mitchell’s out-
bursts, Air Service Chief Charles Menoher was forced to
resign. The War Department asked Patrick to “come in and
shake the foolishness out of this new service and sit on the
lid.” From the outset, Patrick understood how much the
budget cuts were impeding the Air Service’s mission.4

During the 1923 Congressional hearings, Patrick de-
clared that the Air Service was “practically demobilized
and unable to play its part in any national emergency with
its present inadequate strength and organization.” He
highlighted issues such as the lack of pilots and how out-
dated their aircraft were. They had a meager 3,369 aircraft,
with only 910 airworthy. Worse, aircraft design advances
in Europe made Air Service aircraft obsolete. Patrick
worked tirelessly to add personnel to the Air Service, espe-
cially trained pilots. He also seized every chance to upgrade
equipment. 

Patrick also determined to learn to fly in order to gain
the respect of his men. At the age of 59, Patrick had Maj.
(later Maj. Gen.) Herbert A. “Bert” Dargue teach him to fly
so he could earn his pilot’s wings. He often flew to demon-
strate his confidence in the Air Service’s equipment and
personnel. Even though he had previously opposed an in-
dependent Air Service, he changed his mind after realizing
the principles of war never change; the technology does. He
studied the theories of aerial warfare, concluding that mil-
itary aircraft were most effective on the offensive. He de-
cided military aviation was comprised of two spheres —
the Air Service, which supported ground troops, undertook
reconnaissance, and targeted artillery; and the Air Force
whose missions were pursuit, bombing, and other offensive
roles. Since this second function did not require coordina-
tion with ground units, Patrick stated they should not be
part of the Army. The General urged his senior staff to
lobby for a separate service. He wrote articles intended for
military personnel and lectured at the War and Staff Col-
leges. Unlike Mitchell, he demonstrated the virtues of mil-
itary aviation without alienating leadership. Using his
political skills, he gradually worked for autonomy. In spite
of Patrick’s efforts, Billy Mitchell’s public criticisms of Army
and Navy leaders led to the latter’s court martial in 1925.
While Patrick could not risk publicly supporting Mitchell,
he privately directed his executive officer, Ira Eaker, to pro-
vide Mitchell’s defense team with any Air Service files it
might need. 

Even as the drama surrounding Mitchell played out,
Patrick and his airmen undertook the aforementioned
“Around-the-World flight” which proved to be, not only the
first circumnavigation of the world by military aviators,
but any aviators. Patrick not only approved the idea but
instantly understood the potentially positive publicity
which could be derived. He oversaw planning the route and
was there as the remaining crew members returned home.
Flying four Douglas World Cruisers, they went from west
to east taking 175 days, from April 6 to September 28,
1924, to travel 26,343 miles. During the trip from Seattle,
Washington and back, they faced difficult conditions that
caused two of the four aircraft not to complete the flight.
When they arrived home, they were welcomed by President
Calvin Coolidge, General Patrick, and crowds of thousands
of cheering citizens.

In January 1926, Patrick crafted what would become
a bill designed to provide the Air Service limited autonomy,
similar to that of the Marine Corps. In June, following sev-
eral amendments and much debate, Congress passed the
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Army Air Corps Act of 1926 and the President signed it.
The new designation reflected the Corps’ independence. In
addition, it was the basis for a five-year expansion plan of
personnel and equipment as well as a remodeled contract-
ing system providing for collaboration between the Corps
and industry. Many airmen had sought total independence,
but Patrick believed that half a loaf was better than none.
He knew this was the first step toward full autonomy.5

Background: The World Flight

Among the many achievements made by Patrick and
his intrepid airmen, the crowning jewel proved to be the
daring around-the-world flight. As noted, it began on 6
April 1924, when eight U.S. Army Air Service pilots and
mechanics, in four airplanes left Seattle, Washington, to be
the first to circle the globe in airplanes. Six months later,
they completed the journey having made 76 stops and cov-
ered 26,343 grueling miles. While it was part of a peaceful
competition, it had an aura of military power about it. The
Americans were by no means the only nation attempting
such a challenging adventure. During the 1920s, fliers from
many countries would attempt this perilous feat. In 1922,
British crews made, the first of multiple unsuccessful at-
tempts. The following year aviators from Italy, France, Por-
tugal, and Great Britain announced they were planning to
fly around the world. It was at this time that, Patrick and
his people began to become interested in making an at-
tempt. One big advantage they had was that this major
Army effort was commanded by Gen. Patrick and under-
written by the War Department. It was supported by the

Navy, State Department, Bureau of Fisheries, and Coast
Guard.6

Initially, War Department leaders directed the Air
Service to see if the Fokker T-2 or Davis-Douglas Cloudster
would suit their needs. Soon, as members of the planning
group began mapping out the details of the World Flight,
they realized neither of these aircraft were completely sat-
isfactory. In fact, no existing military aircraft, then in serv-
ice, had precisely what was required to successfully
undertake the expedition. After due consideration, they de-
cided to see if Douglas aircraft company might build what
they needed. Thus, to solve their question of what airplane
to use, they got officials to contract with Donald Douglas’
company to develop a modified DT-2 torpedo bomber the
company had produced for the U.S. Navy in 1921 and up-
graded in 1922. Douglas agreed to deliver the planes
within 45 days. To oversee the project, Lt. Erik Nelson, part
of the planning council, was dispatched to California to
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Crew members prior to the World Flight. L-R: Jack Harding, Erik Nelson,
Leigh Wade, Fred Martin, Leslie Arnold, Lowell Smith, and Le Clair
Schulze, who did not fly (NASM)

Maj. Gen. Mason Patrick, Air Corps Chief. Patrick, learned to fly because
as he  declared, “airmen should be led by an Airman.”

Building the Cruisers.



work with Douglas’ technicians and mechanics. The most
important change to the DT-2 was the removal of the
plane’s internal bombing apparatuses, which were replaced
by additional fuel capacity.

Based on Nelson’s report to Patrick on August 1, 1923,
the War Department contracted for a prototype that per-
formed beyond expectations. This led to a production con-
tract by which the company delivered four additional
modified aircraft. These were prepared for the Flight, itself,
while the prototype was used for testing, training, and
backup. The last production aircraft arrived on March 11,
1924. The Air Service team also received 15 extra Liberty
engines, 14 additional pontoons, and enough spare parts
to construct two more planes. 

The aircraft were built of Sitka Spruce lumber har-
vested from the coastal forests in the Pacific Northwest and
had interchangeable landing gears, one for water landings
and one for landing on runways. This was something that
took a great deal of consideration. Many of the aviators
from other nations overlooked this significant feature. Peo-
ple like Nelson urged this adaptable component. Consid-
ering that, in 1924, the vast majority of the world did not
have adequate airfields, planners realized water landings
would be essential. This element proved to be vital for suc-
cess.7

Once the aircraft were completed, officials named them
after U.S. cities and assigned each a number. These in-
cluded the: Seattle (1), Chicago (2), Boston (3), and New Or-
leans (4). Ultimately, they flew over the Pacific, Indian, and
Atlantic oceans and encountered climate extremes from

arctic weather and icebergs to deserts and tropical rain-
forests. Only the Chicago, flown by Lieutenants Lowell
Smith and Leslie Arnold, and the New Orleans, flown by
Lieutenants Erik Nelson and John Harding Jr., would com-
plete the entire journey. 

From the beginning, the main goal of the World Flight
proved to be the testing and evaluation of aviation technol-
ogy to discover if it had the ability to become a worldwide
military and commercial instrument. Patrick and his ad-
visers postulated that operating the World Cruisers in ex-
treme environments would assess their practicality and
showcase America’s aeronautical industry. Political leaders
also hoped that, like the Great White Fleet did, during
Teddy Roosevelt’s day, this circumnavigation might join the
world together through air routes and could foster better
international relations by encouraging commercial cooper-
ation. Patrick believed it would also create popular support
for the Army Air Service and his goal of expanding its role
within the U.S. military establishment.8

While Douglas modified the aircraft, the crew mem-
bers made practice flights aboard the prototype until the
production models were ready. During this time, they
worked to develop and improve their navigation, and me-
teorological skills at Langley Field in Virginia. Since the
aircraft would not have radios, radar, or avionics instru-
ments of any kind they had to also hone their dead reck-
oning abilities. The only way they would be able to
communicate would be by message bag drops and hand
signals. They spent February and March 1924, at the Dou-
glas facilities in Santa Monica and San Diego familiarizing
themselves with the specific airplane in which they would
be flying.9

Obviously, even in the 21st Century, the flight of the
Douglas World Cruisers would have been a daunting un-
dertaking. Fortunately, in 1924, planners had the good
sense to sweat the details. Indeed, they engaged with their
fellow U.S. Army Air Service compatriots, as well as key
members of the U.S. Navy, Coast Guard, and Bureau of
Fisheries, who shared the essential task of creating remote
supply and repair depots and providing assistance on the
open seas. Thousands of gallons of fuel and oil, 35 replace-
ment engines, and numerous spare parts had to be distrib-
uted across the globe, including places where airplanes had
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Lowell Smith before the flight.

The Douglas Cruisers at Clover Field in Santa Monica.



never flown before. To keep their airplanes light enough to
get aloft, the fliers could only carry 300 pounds of supplies
in each aircraft. They had to make tough decisions about
what to include. Among the most draconian equipment
omissions was their decision not to take parachutes or life
preservers. 

Planning had begun, in the spring of 1923, as soon as
Patrick and Mitchell approved the World Flight. It fell to
Major (later General) Augustine Warner Robins, com-
mander of Fairfield Air Intermediate Depot (FAID) from
1921 to 1927, to support the ambitious flight. During
Robins’ tenure, Air Service military fliers, civilian mechan-
ics, and logisticians had flown from California to Hawaii,
held airshows, created a state-of-the-art parts/supply and
maintenance/ repair center that would grow to support the
world’s largest air force in World War II.10

The lead planner was Major Elmer E. Adler, chief of
the newly created Field Service Section (FSS), Materiel Di-
vision, Fairfield Air Depot, near Dayton, Ohio. Adler and
his planning team selected the eventual route to, as much
as possible, avoid bad weather conditions. In turn, it re-
quired Major George H. Brett’s team, specifically Lieu-
tenants Clifford Nutt and Clarence E. Crumrine, to survey
potential sites in the Philippines, Iceland, Greenland, Eng-
land, France, Alaska, India, Japan, and China. This critical
part of preparations began in the summer of 1923 and, by
the first days of 1924, the around-the-world flight itinerary
and its six overseas and one U.S. supply regions had been
established. They also created a series of support depots
that eventually involved five of these same divisions.

Under the initial plan, the First Division, under 1st Lt.
Clayton Bissell, was to support the flight from its point of
origin in Seattle, Washington for 3,290 statute miles, across
British Columbia, Canada, and Alaska to Chicagoff, Attu
Island, Alaska. From Alaska, the airmen of the Second Di-
vision commanded by Nutt, assume charge of the flight.
Plans called for this unit to sustain the mission for 2,980
statute miles across the northern Pacific, the Kurile Islands,
and on to Kagoshima [today Nagasaki], Kyushu, Japan. 

Plans called for the Third Division, under First Lieu-

tenant Malcolm S. Lawton, to sustain the fliers for the
4,860 statute miles, from Nagasaki, Japan to Shanghai,
China, flying across east and Southeast Asia, eventually to
Calcutta, India. At that point, members of Division Three
passed along support and maintenance responsibilities to
their colleagues in the Fourth Division. This unit was com-
manded by 1st Lt. Harry A. Halverson. They afforded lo-
gistics support for the flight for more than 4,355 statute
miles, from India to San Stefano, Turkey. At this point, if
they made it, they would already have flown father than
any other pilots in history. Yet, they would still be facing
the most difficult part of the journey; crossing the North
Atlantic.11

The Fifth Division, under Major Carlyle H. Wash, was
to assume responsibility for the crews in Turkey and sup-
port them for 1,815 statute miles, through the Balkans and
Europe to London, England. The next leg of the journey fell
to the Sixth Division, under the direction of 1st Lt. Crum-
rine. They supported the flight for 4,636 statute miles,
across the North Atlantic to Washington, D.C., with stops
in Iceland, Greenland, Newfoundland, Boston, and Long
Island. The final leg of the trip was from Washington D.C.
back to Seattle and was supported by various stateside Air
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Crew members pose in front of the Chicago before the World Flight. The Cockpit of a Douglas Cruiser.

The planned routes to be flown by the World Flight crews.



lined leather gloves, two changes of underwear, two flannel
shirts, two pairs of long wool socks, a pair of hunting boots,
a cap, handkerchiefs, waterproof matchboxes, a safety
razor, and a toothbrush.

The aircraft selected for the journey, at the recommen-
dation of the Materiel Division’s Engineering Department,
were the aforementioned modified versions of the Douglas
Airplane Company’s new DT-2 single-engine tractor-type
two-place biplane. Designed for easy conversion to land on
land or water, it was perfect for the Army’s purposes. The
fuselage was made of steel tubing covered with fabric, was
built in three sections, and had an aluminum-sheet cowl-
ing. The wings, also made of steel and cloth, had wooden
box beams and built-up ribs. They were tightly braced. The
length was 35 feet, 6 inches, the wingspan was 50 feet, and
the height was 13 feet, 7 ½ inches. As noted, each plane’s
undercarriage was rigged to use either fixed-wheel landing
gears for runways or pontoons for water landings. When
configured as a land-based craft, each weighed 4,380
pounds empty and 5,180 loaded. When configured as a sea-
plane, each weighed 6,915 pounds empty and 7,715 loaded.
As a land-based aircraft, its maximum speed was 104 miles
per hour, cruising speed 90 miles per hour, with a ceiling
of 500 feet, and a range of 2,000 miles. As a water-based
aircraft, its relative specifications were 100 miles per hour,
85 miles per hour cruising speed, 500 feet altitude, with a
1,650 mile range. Their engines were Liberty water-cooled
V12 400-420-horsepower with fixed-pitch wooden pro-
pellers. Each one carried 644 gallons of fuel.16

While four planes were selected for the journey, the
prototype was to act as a backup. The starting point was
Lake Washington, Seattle, Washington. Here the crews,
who had received a six-week special course of training at
Langley Field, Virginia, gathered along with their aircraft.
The final crews and planes were organized into two-man
teams. The Seattle, or number 1, was manned by pilot Maj.
Frederick L. Martin (1882-1954) and flight mechanic Sgt.
Alva L. Harvey (1900-1992). The Chicago, or number 2,
crew was comprised of pilot Lt. Lowell H. Smith (1892-
1945) and co-pilot Lt. Leslie P. Arnold (1893-1961). The
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Service installations, such as FAID, and stretched across
the final 3,000 miles.12

Ultimately, the actual plan they used was as follows: 

Division 1— Seattle, Washington, to Attu, Aleutian Islands
(April 6 to May 14)

Division 2— Attu, Aleutian Islands, to Kagoshima, Japan
(May 15 to June 3)

Division 3— Kagoshima, Japan, to Calcutta, India (June 4
to 30)

Division 4—Calcutta, India, to Constantinople, Turkey
(July 1 to 11)

Division 5—Constantinople, Turkey, to London, England
(July 12 to 16)

Division 6— London, England, to Boston, Massachusetts
(July 17 to Sept 7)

Division 7— Across the United States (Sept 8 to 28).13

Those in FSS were responsible for procuring,
crating/packing, and distributing all spares, fuel, oil, lubri-
cants, equipment, and other supplies to all the worldwide
locations. As famed news reporter Lowell Thomas writes
in his book on the flight:14

Spare parts for planes and engines, a fairly complete outfit
of tools, small quantities of standard utility parts, and ma-
terial, such as tubing, shock-absorber cord, plywood, and
items other than spare parts, were sent to each station on
the route of the Flight. The spare parts and tools were
packed in specifically constructed boxes designed at the
Fairfield Depot and built in the repair shop.

The boxes themselves were constructed of ash, spruce,
and plywood so that they might be used for the furnishing
of wood for emergency repairs. Carpenter tools for working
up the wood were sent in the tool chests.

Thomas’ detailed description of the process went on to
describe just how well thought-out the planning had
been:15

Tubing and other items which could not readily be bent
were packed with the propellers in lengths of six feet or
more. The weight, cubic contents, and dimensions of every
article were carefully considered, about four hundred and
eighty separate items being sent to each station, so arranged
that the Fliers could find spare parts or repair material
even in the dark. On the outside of each crate a diagram
showed exactly where each item was located inside. 

A complex maintenance schedule had to be drawn up
for periodic repair of each plane’s engine and structure. A
set of essential tools, such as pliers, screwdrivers, ham-
mers, wrenches, and flashlights, as well as emergency sur-
vival supplies were kept in each aircraft. Other items
included two rifles, two automatic pistols, a flare gun and
flares, fishing lines and hooks, concentrated food, first-aid
kit, a 60-pound anchor, and 150 feet of rope. No parachutes,
life-preservers, or rafts were carried, in order to lighten the
load. Each man had an 11-pound fur-lined leather suit, fur-

Placing canvass on the Douglas aircrafts’ wooden frame.



Boston, or number 3, crew was made up of pilot Lt. Leigh
P. Wade (1897-1991) and flight mechanic SSgt. Henry H.
Ogden (1900-1986). Last, but not least, the New Orleans,
or number 4, was crewed by pilot Lt. Erik H. Nelson (1888-
1970) and co-pilot Lt. John Harding, Jr. (1896-1968). Arnold
was added to the expedition only four days before it began
due to the illness of Sgt. Arthur Turner.17

The Flight Itself

On March 17, 1924, three of the Douglas World Cruis-
ers – the Seattle, Chicago, and Boston departed from the
company’s site at Santa Monica, California headed for
Seattle. They landed at the Vancouver Barracks Aerodrome
(later Pearson Field), Washington across the Columbia
River from Portland, Oregon. As Major Martin recalled,
“the flight arrived at Vancouver, Washington at 1205 hours.
The flying time was one hour and five minutes. Vancouver
is directly across the Columbia River from Portland. We
were met by the mayor of Portland, the mayor of Vancou-
ver, General Kuhn, the Commanding General of Vancouver
Barracks, and many other prominent people in addition to
a large crowd from Portland and Vancouver.”18

Two days later, they attempted to rendezvous with the
New Orleans in Seattle but were turned back by bad
weather. Finally, they arrived on April 4. There they made
final preparations for their perilous mission. Original crew
member Arthur Turner had to be left behind due a severe
illness. When the World Flight officially began at 0847
hours on the morning of April 6, it departed from Seattle,
as scheduled, and flew up the coast of Canada to Alaska,
where, according to Leslie Arnold, they encountered “bit-
terly frigid temperatures, thick and capricious fog, and pre-
cipitously fierce storms.” He went on to write, “In Alaska’s
Aleutian Islands, the fliers encountered williwaws or
woolies—sudden, strong, destructive winds up to 75 miles
per hour that rushed down from the mountains.” Lt. Leigh
Wade echoed these observations when he recalled that,
“The hop from Sitka to Seward was to prove worse than
anything we had so far experienced.”19 Wade would later
observe, “When we took off from Seattle’s Lake Washington

this morning to try to be the first around-the-world by air,
the betting was that not one of the single-engine, two-place
open cockpit planes would make it all the way. As one of
the pilots for this vanguard adventure, a friend told me I
was crazy: ‘You might as well crook your toe in a trigger
and get it over with!’”20

From the very outset, the World Flight quickly ran into
colder weather that proved to be only prelude to severe con-
ditions they would experience as they flew from Canada to
Alaska, where the temperatures became increasingly
colder and the fog was like pea soup. This was bad enough
but they also realized that plans called for them to soon
cross the Pacific Ocean from the Aleutian Islands to the
Soviet Union’s Komandorski Islands.

Their departure took place 13 days after Archibald
Stuart Charles Stuart-MacLaren left England flying east,
instead of west, like the Americans. During the long flight,
they passed French contender, Capt. Peltzer D’oisy, on June
7, between Shanghai and Tchin Koen Basy; three weeks
later, they passed Capt. Stuart-MacLaren, near Akyab,
Burma; and finally, they passed the Italian entrants while
crossing the Atlantic in Iceland. All of these competitors
were delayed or thwarted by mechanical malfunctions, or
bad weather which caused them to crash. These incidents
only pointed out how dangerous the trip was and what a
remarkable achievement the aviators would eventually re-
alize.21

Throughout the expedition, in order to assure the
safety of the crews, the planes were accompanied by U.S.
Navy ships, such as USS Richmond. Even so, the hazards
were abundantly apparent. Indeed, these ships rescued
other aviators and even provided Stuart-MacLaren with a
new aircraft during this time. On April 15, shortly after
leaving Prince Rupert Island on the first leg of the trip,
Major Martin and Sargent Harvey blew a three-inch hole
in the Seattle’s crankcase and had to make an emergency
landing on Portage Bay. Support personnel were able to
provide them with a replacement engine and, on April 25,
they took off for Dutch Harbor, where the other three air-
craft were waiting. 

Soon they were engulfed in dense fog and a snowstorm
between Dutch Harbor and Chigmik, Alaska. On April 30,
unable to navigate by dead reckoning, they crashed into a
mountainside near Port Moller on the Alaskan Peninsula.
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One of many crowds to wish the World Fliers well.

The Seattle at Vancouver Barracks (National Park Service.)



The airplane was a complete loss, and the fliers were left
to face the bitter weather for six days before locating an
abandoned cabin near Moller Bay. After four more harrow-
ing days, they were miraculously rescued, but the Seattle
was damaged beyond repair and forced out of the expedi-
tion.22

With Lt. Smith now in charge, the flight continued.
Bad weather, extreme heat and humidity, and the some-
times reluctant hospitality of their foreign hosts tested
both the fliers and their airplanes as they ventured further
into Asia in May and June. As mentioned, on May 15, their
crossing from the Aleutian Islands to the Soviet Union’s
Komandorski Islands was the first flight over the Pacific
Ocean. They landed even though they had not received of-
ficial permission to do so. Soviet officials were nowhere
near where they landed, and they did not seek them out.

After completing their necessary refueling and main-
tenance, they departed Siberia and headed toward Japan.
The Japanese were enthusiastic about aviation but suspi-
cious of an American military presence, thus, their officials
provided the fliers with a circuitous route which avoided
flying over military installations. According to the fliers,
when they arrived a large crowd, numbering in the thou-
sands, broke out in a massive roar of “Banzai.”23

They arrived in Tokyo in mid-May, and on the 25th,
they received a cable saying, “MacLaren crashed at Akyab.
Plane completely wrecked. Continuance of flight doubtful.”

The delay put the British pilot far behind the Air Service
fliers. Even so, the Americans arranged for him to obtain a
spare aircraft from Tokyo, via Hong Kong, so he might at-
tempt to, at least, finish the circumnavigation.24

For the most part the flight from Korea to China, and
on to Vietnam, (then French Indochina) went smoothly.
The rivers and harbors of China proved to be chaotic and
crowded with sampans and other vessels, but they were
able to accommodate the aircraft and served as adequate
refueling and repair stops. When they left Haiphong, the
Chicago’s engine snapped a connecting rod and had to
land in a lagoon not far from Hue. The jungles of French
Indochina tested the fliers as they raced to make repairs
to the Chicago and stay on schedule. Missionaries in the
area provided them with food and wine while the
awestruck native peoples climbed onto the aircraft’s pon-
toons. The other two airplanes flew on to Tourane (Da
Nang) and retraced their steps in boats, finally, finding
their comrades early the next morning. Employing local
crews in paddle-powered sampans, they towed the
Chicago 25 miles back to Hue. The trip took 10 hours and,
as soon as they arrived they began the arduous task of
replacing the engine with parts sent from Saigon. While
in Saigon, the crew members tried to get a warm meal in
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The New Orleans fitted with pontoons.

The Seattle wreck site in Alaska.

Martin and Harvey after their rescue in Alaska.

The Chicago being serviced in a Japanese Army hanger.



a French-run restaurant. They were refused service since
they were not wearing jackets. They detailed their situa-
tion and even explained they could borrow their Navy
comrades’ shirts and trousers but they could not find any
uniform coats. The waiter still refused to seat them. The
next day, all three aircraft resumed the flight passing over
Thailand and on to Burma. As they flew over Akyab, in a
torrential rain, they could hear the sounds of what
seemed to be another airplane. Indeed, it was Stuart-Ma-
cLaren resuming his own flight. They never did see the
English pilot.25

The World Flight’s journey through the “Far and Mid-
dle East” in June and July spanned the tropical jungles of
India and the blowing sands of modern-day Iraq and Jor-
dan. They allowed Associated Press reporter Linton Wells
to join them for part of the flight. When they arrived in Cal-
cutta, they switched from pontoons to wheels in order to
traverse land across south Asia and, then, on to Europe.
Near disaster struck on June 29 when Lowell Smith
tripped in the dark and broke a rib. Instead of giving up,
he insisted on continuing the journey. With their lead pilot
guiding them, they arrived in Karachi. The New Orleans
barely made it experiencing severe engine problems as she
limped into the city. It was here the fliers, supported by
ground crews, refitted all three planes with new engines.
After a brief rest, while the engines were tested, they began
their journey across the Middle East and into Europe. By
the time they reached Europe, news of their flight had ex-
cited the entire population of the continent where ever-
larger and more enthusiastic crowds began to greet the
fliers. They reached Paris on July 14, 1924, the anniversary
of Bastille Day. As if foreshadowing Lindbergh’s achieve-
ment three years later, massive cheering crowds gathered
to salute the fliers as they landed.26

Once they reached the United Kingdom, with Stuart-
MacLaren nowhere in sight, they began to prepare for
what they all knew would be the most perilous leg of the
entire expedition by reaffixing their pontoons for their
longest, over-water flights while crossing the North At-
lantic in August. The Navy stationed a series of ships
along the route to rescue the fliers if they had to land in
the open ocean where they realized dense fog and sudden
storms would very likely prove to be a continual problem.

On 3 August, as they flew from the Orkney Islands to Ice-
land, the Boston’s oil pump began to seep oil at an alarm-
ing rate. Rather than risk crashing into the icy water, they
set down in the choppy seas. The Chicago flew on to
Faores where they dropped a message bag alerting the
USS Richmond about the Boston’s problem. The support
craft rushed to the site and rescued the fliers, cold, but
unharmed. They then took the aircraft in tow and care-
fully headed for Faores. As they did, the waves grew
higher, and with land in sight, the plane finally capsized
and sank.27

The other two aircraft had flown on to Iceland where
during an extended stay in Reykjavik, they prepared for
the difficult trip on to Greenland. It was here they, quite
by chance, ran into Italian aviator Antonio Locatelli and
the three members of his crew, who would soon crash off
Greenland, while attempting to make the same trip cir-
cumnavigation. Realizing the flight from Iceland to Green-
land would severely test the pilots’ skill and courage, plans
called for five U.S. Navy ships, manned by 2,500 sailors, to
be placed all along the route. They encountered heavy fog
and had to fly very low and close to the waves. Flying at 90
miles per hour with little visibility, they barely avoided hit-
ting towering icebergs. One of the pilots, later, admitted he
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The World Fliers in China.

The World Flight in India.

Tragedy in the Atlantic as the original Boston sinks while being towed.



was “terrified.” Finally, the Chicago and New Orleans ar-
rived in Fredricksdal, Greenland. After continuing on to
the refueling and repair stop at Ivigtut, the remaining crew
members had new engines installed for the flight to
Canada. In turn, the support ships took the precaution of
loading additional supplies and equipment on board to
make sure that at this late date, the flight would not fail.
Throughout, the pre-flight preparations made by their fel-
low airmen at McCook Field and Fairfield Depot continued
to prove how important logistics and repair skills were for
the future of airpower and military aviation.28

When the two planes reached Labrador, Canada, the
Chicago had to delay while Arnold spent several hours
hand-pumping foreign particles out of the fuel pump. From
here, they flew on to Pictou, Nova Scotia where the original
crew of the Boston, Wade and Ogden, joined the others in
the prototype now renamed the Boston II in order to finish
the flight. Their first stop in the United States was, some-
what ironically, in Boston, where the three planes, once
again, changed out their pontoons for wheels.29 Next, they
landed at Mitchell Field, New York, and, then, on to Bolling
Field in the nation’s capital. By the time they reached
Washington, D.C., the Cruisers’ crew members had become
honest-to-God, red, white, and blue heroes. They were
warmly welcomed by President Calvin Coolidge in Wash-

ington, D.C. Normally an austere individual, even the Pres-
ident was gleeful, smiling for the press and newsreel cam-
eras.30

The final leg proved to be a trip across the United
States, west through the Alleghenies to Dayton and
Chicago, and south to Dallas. Undoubtedly, the most heart-
felt salute came when they reached Columbus, Ohio, in
mid-September. Here they were joined by a special escort
from Wilbur Wright and McCook Fields. The accompany-
ing aircraft included the four-engine Barling Bomber flown
by Lt. Harold Harris. Major Robins ordered the words
“Welcome World Fliers” painted on the ground next to the
Airdrome at Wilbur Wright Field. After an exciting
stopover of three days, from September 14-16, they crossed
the desert southwest to San Diego. All totaled, they flew
across nine states and stopped in fourteen cities. Their tri-
umphant journey up the West Coast culminated in the of-
ficial conclusion of the World Flight at 1330 hours on
September 28, 1924, at Seattle’s Sand Point Field. Finally,
they had returned home!31

What Did the Flight realy achieve?

The results were well worth the effort. Patrick’s con-
viction that such flights would garner publicity and im-
prove public awareness proved to be correct. Every major
newspaper in America and Europe carried headlines for
five months noting the progress and ultimate success of
the World Flight. In addition, Lowell Thomas’ very popular
account, published in 1925, brought aviation, especially
Army aviation, to center stage and increased the public’s
desire for more such daring feats. This soon manifested it-
self in the famous October 2-4, 1924, International Air
Races held at Wilbur Wright Field and many more flights
and air shows throughout the 1920s and 1930s. It also in-
spired members of Congress to pass the Air Corps Act and
create an Army air arm that played a vital role in winning
World War II and, eventually, becoming a separate Air
Force!
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The Chicago, Boston II, and New Orleans head toward Mitchel Field, Long
Island, outside New York City on 8 September 1924.

Members of the World Flight with the Secretary of War Weeks, Gen. Patrick
and President Coolidge, hands crossed, in the middle

Lt. Wade shows President Coolidge the cockpit of the Boston II.



What Happened to the crew members?

Many honors and awards were showered on the heroic
fliers. Congress awarded all six fliers who completed the
expedition the Distinguished Service Medal (DSM). It was
the first time the medal was awarded for a non-combat
achievement. Moreover, they were allowed to receive
medals from foreign nations. Smith, Arnold, Wade, Nelson,
and Ogden were awarded the 1924 MacKay Trophy for the
“best flight accomplishment.”32

Later, Sgt. Harvey was commissioned, eventually be-
coming a B–17 test pilot in 1936 and commanding a
bomber group in World War II. Along with the DSM, Col.
Harvey won for the World Flight, he received two more
during the WWII as well as a Silver Star. He retired from
the Air Force in 1957 and died on December 1, 1992 in Mt.
Vernon Hospital at 92.33

Martin spent his entire career in the Air Corps/Army
Air Forces. Promoted to temporary Major General on Oc-
tober 1, 1940 to command the Hawaiian Air Forces, he was
present when Pearl Harbor and Hickam Field were at-
tacked on December 7, 1941. He retired on August 1, 1944
and died on February 23, 1954 at 71.34

Erik Henning Nelson, who had been born in Stock-
holm, Sweden on June 12, 1888, attained the rank of
brigadier general. Nicknamed the “Flying Viking,” he, like
his comrades, won numerous medals from other nations.
In his case, he won the French Legion of Honor, the
Swedish Royal Order of the Sword, and medals from six
other nations. In 1928, he went to work for Boeing Airplane
Company in Seattle but returned to the AAF, on December
12, 1941 as a lieutenant colonel. Col. Nelson became one of
General of the Air Force Henry H. “Hap” Arnold’s key ad-
visers in the development of the B–29 bomber and joined
the XX Bomber Command in India in 1944. He reached his
general officer rank on October 25, 1945 and retired from
the AAF on February 11, 1946. He passed away on May 9,
1970 in Hawaii at 81.35

Lowell Smith, who led the World Flight, from Alaska
back home to Seattle, was later promoted to colonel in
March 1941. He trained bomber pilots and crews at Davis-

Monthan Field, Arizona, during World War II, finally be-
coming the commander of anti-submarine patrols off the
South American coast in March 1945. In a cruel irony, he
was killed in November 1945 when he was thrown from a
horse while riding in Arizona. Fittingly, he was buried at
Arlington National Cemetery, Virginia.36

Leslie P. Arnold had already attained fame by the time
he joined the World Flight. He barnstormed across the
country after World War I, becoming a part of the Army’s
Provisional Air Brigade, commanded by Billy Mitchell. He
participated in the battleship bombing trials in 1921,
which sank the German prize battleship Ostfriesland. He
joined the Flight only four days before it departed and was
co-pilot of the famed Chicago. He spent his career as a mil-
itary aviator and an executive with what became Trans
World and Eastern Airlines. He died in 1961.37

Four years following the World Flight, Wade, who kept
some of the most detailed accounts of the journey, left the
Air Corps and went to work for Consolidated Aircraft. In
1940, at the request of General Arnold, he returned to ac-
tive duty and served throughout the AAF at the staff and
command levels. He even spent time as an attaché. He fi-
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World Fliers with the Secretary of War John W. Weeks and General Patrick. Smith and Wade with British High Commissioner Sir Henry Dobbs in Bagh-
dad.

Lt. Arnold waving from the Chicago while in flight.



nally retired as a major general in 1955 and passed away
on August 31, 1991 in Ft. Belvoir, Virginia. He was buried
in Arlington Cemetery.38

Henry Ogden retired from the Army in 1926. Along
with his brother, Perry, Ogden he established Ogden Aero-
nautical Company which developed its own tri-motor, pas-
senger airplane. They later formed Ogden Shuttle Airlines,
which served California, Nevada, Arizona, and New Mex-
ico. In 1926, he and Leigh Wade attempted to fly to the
North Pole but failed. Richard Byrd succeeded. Later,
Ogden became vice-president of Lockheed aircraft in
charge of servicing until he retired in 1965. He died in Cal-
ifornia in 1986.39

Following the World Flight, Lt. John Harding joined
Lowell Thomas on an extended lecture tour around the na-
tion. After leaving the Air Corps he joined, World War I ace,
Eddie Rickenbacker in organizing and running Florida Air-
ways, which specialized in air mail and cargo flights.
Throughout his very productive aviation career he em-
ployed his mechanical abilities in producing new, often spe-
cialized aircraft parts and equipment. In a post-World War
II interview he noted that he was “particularly proud” of
the unique fuel pump he developed for the B–29. In many
ways he was the most well liked member of the team and
was often referred to as “Smiling Jack.” He passed away in
1968 at age 71.40

What happened to the aircraft? 

As for the aircraft themselves, War Department offi-
cials sent the Chicago to the Smithsonian Institution. On
September 25, 1925, it made its final flight from Dayton to
Washington, D.C. There it was placed on display at the Arts
and Industry Building. In 1974, it was restored and moved
to the National Air and Space Museum. In 1957, the New
Orleans was put on display at the National Museum of the
United States Air Force near Dayton, Ohio. It was on loan
from the Los Angeles County Museum of Natural History
and was returned in 2005. Seven years later, it became part
of the displays at the Museum of Flying in Santa Monica,
California. Salvage personnel eventually recovered the

wreckage of the Seattle. Today, it is on display at the Alaska
Aviation Heritage Museum.41

Some Concluding Thoughts

Undoubtedly, much of the importance placed on the
achievements of the World Flight stem from its sheer dif-
ficulty. The ultimate failures of their competitors, to con-
clude their efforts, accentuated this fact. As alluded to
earlier, Stuart-MacLaren, Britain’s hope, crash-landed in
the Northern Pacific; the two French pilots experienced the
same fate near Shanghai; the two Portuguese fliers’ air-
craft broke down in Macao; the two Argentine pilots crash
landed in Hanoi; and, last, but not least, Italian Antonio
Locatelli went down in the North Atlantic. Clearly, their
failures had been due to their lack of planning and the fact
they did not make supply arrangements, nor did they have
the full support of their nations like Americans enjoyed
from the U.S Air Service, Navy, and others. In fact, by the
end of 1924, the Air Service held more than 65 percent of
the world records for land-based airplanes, as certified by
the Federation Aeronautique International.42

One important lesson-learned proved to be the fact
that competitions and feats such as the World Flight, ad-
vanced aviation through improvements in equipment,
techniques, and experience. Throughout the pre-WWII era,
these became the only real efforts to advance U.S. military
aviation even as the Congress sank into a period of isola-
tionism that reduced military expenditures in the face of
the growth of airpower by future enemy foreign powers
such as Germany, Italy, and Japan.43

General Patrick retired from the Army on December
12, 1927 and briefly became an advisor to Presidents Her-
bert Hoover and Franklin D. Roosevelt as well as the Pub-
lic Utilities Commissioner for the District of Columbia from
1929 to 1933. On January 29, 1942, Patrick died at Walter
Reed General Hospital in Washington, D.C and was buried
in Arlington National Cemetery two days later. While his
service has been obscured by more flamboyant airmen
from that time, such as Billy Mitchell, Charles Lindbergh,
and Benjamin Foulois, his role as the leader of the Air Serv-
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The Chicago on display in Pioneers of Flight Gallery at NASM. The Chicago with wheels.
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