
12 flightjournal.com FEBRUARY 2014 13 

Second Lt. Phil Adair and the rest of 
the  80th FG thought they would be 
following the Thunderbolts they had 
trained in to Europe but at the very 
last minute found themselves heading 
for India where they would be flying 
P-40s. They adapted the flying skull 
paint scheme because their enemy was 
reputed to be superstitious. (Photo by 
John Dibbs/planepicture.com)

WAIL!
Banshee

FLYING SKULLS OVER BURMA
BY PHILIP R. ADAIR, COL. USAF (RET.)  AS TOLD AND WRITTEN BY JAMES P. BUSHA

By the time I graduated 
from high school in Okla-
homa during 1940 at the 
ripe old age of 19, I could 
see that the United States 
was going to get dragged 

into a world war. I had grown up in a 
farming family during the Great Depres-
sion and had felt the terrible hardships 
it caused us firsthand. The effects of the 
economic devastation continued to lin-
ger throughout our state. Finding a good 
paying job, or any pay, was like trying to 
find fertile soil in the ravaged Dust Bowl. 
I tried to join the Army at Fort Sill and 
asked about becoming a pilot. A lieuten-
ant with a very sharp tongue shot me 
down right away.

“Sonny boy,” he said, “You got to get 
yourself two years of college first, and 
then maybe we will talk to you.”

I was depressed as the red clay soil un-
der my feet but was determined to earn 
my wings. I moved to Wyoming, found 
work, and enrolled in the Civilian Pilot 
Training Program (CPTP) and earned a 
private pilot’s license in a 50-horsepower 
Piper Cub with no brakes and a tail skid. 
A week later, the Japanese bombed Pearl 
Harbor and I got the impression from 
the Army recruiter I visited that if a fel-
low could see lightning and hear thun-
der then they would gladly take me! 

Newly minted fighter pilot
By September of 1942, I was a green sec-
ond lieutenant flying P-47 Thunderbolts 
with the 80 Fighter Group at Mitchel 
Field, New York. In the air, the P-47 was 
stable and solid and an all-around effi-
cient gun platform. But once you pulled 
the power back, the Jug was more like a 
homesick brick and came down fast. In 
February of 1943, I had flown my P-47 
for the last time in stateside training as 
I watched the Jug I was to fly in combat 
being loaded aboard a ship that would 
cross the Atlantic bound for England. I 
looked forward to flying and slugging it 
out with the Luftwaffe as the rest of the 
80th Fighter Group prepared to join the 
fight in Europe. 

Unfortunately, the brass had other 
plans for our group and I would not see 
my beloved Jug for a very long time. 

General Hap Arnold gathered our 
group together in the middle of the 
night and informed us we would be em-
barking on a very important mission, 
one that was vital to the war effort, but 
at that time he couldn’t disclose our  
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many Hump escort missions they would zoom 
up, give us the once over and hightail it out of 
there. It wasn’t because they were intimidated by 
us, it was because they had strict orders to leave 
the fighters alone and attack the transports. They 
couldn’t afford to take a chance of losing one of 
their fighters because they too had a long supply 
line to protect as well. If an Oscar wanted to tan-
gle with us, we had specific instructions never to 
try and turn with him. If we did, our instructors 
said we had two good chances; one was a good 
chance of being shot down and the other, with so 
much dense jungle and rugged terrain, we had a 
good chance of never being seen again.  

Down and dirty
Although we were given the title of fighter pilot, 
I did more bombing than dogfighting with other 
airplanes. We went after the Burma Railroad that 

was a vital Japanese supply line. We attacked road 
convoys, airfields, and troop camps. But my fa-
vorite targets were bridges. We worked with A-36 
Apaches and B-25 Mitchell bombers as we went 
bridge busting. It must have been a helluva scare 
for the Japanese on the ground when we pushed 
our noses over and that god awful wail of our air 
sirens strapped to our bellies began to wail! Once 
the bombs were gone, we dropped down and did 
some strafing as well. 

We had a couple of things in common with 
the Japanese though. Our living conditions were 
nothing to write home about! We lived in tents 
that housed an assortment of mosquitos and oth-
er bugs, and our rations were meager at best. Hell, 
the Chinese were fed better than we were. When 
it didn’t rain, it was damn hot. And to make mat-
ters worse, we had to endure the constant assault 
from jackals in our tents at night. But we man-

we installed an 18-inch air raid siren on our bellies and turned 
it on when we went into our dive-bombing attacks. We called it 
the “Banshee Wail” and it scared the hell out of the Japanese!

final destination. He did tell us that we could 
forget everything we knew about the P-47 Thun-
derbolt and instead look forward to our new 
mount—the Curtiss P-40. There wasn’t a guy in 
the room who didn’t have a shocked look on 
his face! The P-40 Warhawk was lighter, slower 
and carried a lot less firepower than what we had 
been used to in the Thunderbolt.

I found the P-40 to be a good, honest, and reli-
able fighter in the air, but it was short on range 
and was a slow turner. In less than a week’s time, 
we hurriedly trained a total of 25 
hours on our new fighters before 
we had abandoned our cold weath-
er gear and left for parts unknown.

Burma Banshee
Three boats later and 53 days at 
sea, the 80th Fighter Group finally 

landed in India. By the time we had arrived in 
late 1943, the Japanese had been fighting, con-
quering, and expanding their empire southward 
since 1937. They had set their sights on Northern 
India and were already in control of the Burma 
Railroad by the time we had arrived. It was tough 
going for the U.S., British, and Chinese forces on 
the ground as they tried to halt the advancing 
Japanese. Most, if not all of their supplies includ-
ing ammo, fuel, and food were sent up north by 
air over the “Hump” (Himalayan Mountains) in 

C-46s and C-47s. Our main job was to 
protect the Hump route from Japanese 
fighters that prowled over the thick 
green Burma jungles, looking for an 
overloaded, unarmed transport to shoot 
down. 

I was assigned to command “D” flight 
in the 89th Squadron with three other P-
40s assigned to me. To signify our squad-
ron, we painted our spinners blood red 
and had a large, white-colored skull on 
both sides of the nose. We heard the Jap-
anese were superstitious and somewhat 
afraid of anything resembling death, so 
we added an extra surprise for them. Be-
cause we flew a lot of dive-bombing mis-
sions in support of the ground troops, 
we installed an 18-inch air raid siren on 
our bellies and turned it on when we 
went into our dive-bombing attacks. 
We called it the “Banshee Wail” and it 
scared the hell out of the Japanese!

I personalized my P-40 with the name 
LuLu Belle after a girl I had known back 
in the States. I was also an old car nut 
and loved the cars from the early 1930s. 
As a tribute to my passion, I had brought 
along a can of white wall paint and 
painted my main gear and tailwheel 
tires. I now had something no other 
fighter pilot had—a customized P-40 
Warhawk! 

Superstitious or not, the Japanese 
fighters were still a constant threat. On 

Below: Burma Banshee P-40 
pilot extraordinaire — Lt. Philip 
R. Adair.
Right: The undercarriage of Lt. 
Adair's P-40 — the only fighter 
in the group with whitewall tires! 
(Photos courtesy of author)

P-40s from the 89th FS lined up at Nagaghuli for a long-
range mission into Burma. (Photo courtesy of author)



16 flightjournal.com

BANSHEE WAIL!

FEBRUARY 2014 17 

aged to get along and survive. But I almost didn’t 
on a mission I will never forget.

Uneven odds 
On December 13, 1943, I had just completed my 
43rd combat mission—a 3 ½ hour patrol over the 
Hump route with no Japanese aircraft encoun-
tered. Our four-plane flight had just landed at 
Nagaghuli Airfield, and the place looked desolate 
with all other serviceable P-40s away on other 
missions. I had no sooner shut down LuLu Belle 
than my crew chief, Carol Peake, began servic-
ing “his” airplane. I walked to the alert tent 100 
feet away and waited for the rest of my flight to 
come in. 

I had just laid my head back on the couch and 
started to relax when all of a sudden the alert 
sounded and I took off running for the flightline. 
Sergeant Peake had hit the electric starter and the 
Allison engine was already running by the time 
I climbed up on the wing.  I hit the throttle, not 
even bothering to buckle up and I was airborne 
in less than a minute as I hauled the P-40 sky-
ward.

Our standard procedure was to climb to 20,000 
feet, rendezvous over the field, stay off the radio, 

and keep our mouths shut. By the time I had 
reached 12,000 feet, I had buckled myself in and 
searched for the other P-40s in my flight. I be-
gan to circle the field, spiraling upward and saw 
that none of the others in my flight had taken off 
yet. As I was circling, I saw a flight of four aircraft 
off to the east, just above the haze. By the time 
I made my next circle, I was completely shocked 
at what I saw. This was no longer a flight of four 
aircraft, this was now four flights of twin-engine 
Japanese bombers! They were in their typical fin-
ger three flight with three in front and three in 
back. I counted 24 of them heading north and 
stopped counting when I saw their escort fighters 
suddenly appear out of the haze.

No free pass
I had staggered up to 20,000 feet all alone and 
had a front row seat of what was below me. I 
must have counted over 40 single-engine Japa-
nese fighters flying around in loose formations 
with some of the pilots performing aerobatics for 
the Sally bomber crews. The Japanese planes were 
all over the sky with the bombers staying down 
low at 12,500 feet. The fighters on the other hand 
seemed to be all over the place and ranged from 

Ground crewmen load a 500-lb. 
bomb under the starboard wing 
of a 80th FG P-40N Warhawk 
at Nagaghuli Airfield in Assam, 
India during May 1944. (Photo 
courtesy of Jack Cook)

The P-40M used the longer 
fuselage introduced on the 

L-models. It still had the 
teardrop rear windows that 
would be highly modified in 

the subsequent "N" models.  
(Photos courtesy of John Dibbs/

planepicture.com)

Left:  Being handpainted, the skull art on every 80th FG aircraft was 
different. Fortunately Peter Teichman had good photos of Lulu Belle 
as reference. 
Below left: As with all early fighters, P-40s depended on drop tanks to 
increase range. 
Below right: Adair liked customizing cars, so he customized his P-40. 
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a sharp turn and disappeared as I picked out an-
other one. This guy was a little more stupid as 
he waited too long to turn. I started to fire and 
he turned right into my bullets. His landing gear 
began to drop and his engine was on fire as he 
went into a spiral and crashed in the jungle near 
Naga Hills. 

I climbed back up towards the formation as 
they neared their lines and went for broke. I 
thought, “What the hell, might as well take an-
other whack at those bombers” – stupid jerk! I 
managed to get into position for another attack 
but before I could get in range, I had Oscars on 
my right, Oscars on my left, and Oscars above 
me. I was outnumbered almost 20 to 1 and didn’t 
think the odds were in my favor, so I went into 
my escape maneuver once again. I rolled the 
P-40 over and all I could see was an Oscar, mad as 
hell, coming straight up at me with his cannon 
and guns blazing away. I couldn’t get out of his 
way fast enough and it sounded like a shovel full 
of gravel hitting my fuselage. I heard a wham, 
wham, wham followed by an explosion with a 
ball of fire coming out from behind the armor 
plate in back of my headrest. I grabbed the trim 
tab and turned it all the way forward to assist my 
escaping dive. As I pushed the P-40’s nose down-
hill, I kept taking hits as other tracers went whiz-
zing by just over my head. The fire in the rear 

area went out as the ground raced up towards me.
I tried to pull back on the stick and it wouldn’t 

budge. I remembered the elevator trim crank and 
I started cranking nose up. The trim wheel was 
freewheeling because the trim cables were shot 
out so I yanked off the power and reefed the stick 
back with both hands. I was finally able to get my 
nose out of the jungle and up into the sky where 
it belonged, but my troubles were far from over as 
I was 125 miles from my base. 

It was very hard to hold the nose above the 
horizon even with both hands as I turned back 
towards friendly lines. I tried to latch my seatbelt 
around the stick but it wasn’t long enough. I kept 
losing altitude and my luck turned from bad to 
worse as another aircraft appeared in front of me, 
headed in my direction. I was able to get a quar-
ter mile from him and saw that it was an Oscar, 
smoking like the devil, losing altitude faster than 
I was. I figured he was one of the ones I had hit 
earlier and we watched one another go by in the 
opposite direction. 

I hauled the P-40 around and came screaming 

right above the bomber formation upwards to 
20,000 feet. Because of the thick brown haze that 
hung in the air, the Japanese had not detected me 
as I neared the pack. 

I contacted control and reported the Japanese 
formation. The officer responded said that what 
I was seeing was 40 miles to the east, not the 15 
miles I was reporting. I tried to tell him that he 
was wrong and felt that the formation was go-
ing to make a 180 turn and overfly the Tenth Air 
Force headquarters and bomb it. Control assured 
me that wasn’t going to happen because they had 
reliable reports from ground stations that the un-
knowns were farther east. That’s when the Japa-
nese formation began a coordinated turn.

When the Japanese rolled out of their turn 
and took up a new course it was clear that I had 
guessed right about their intentions. I called 
control with the bad news and the ETA of the 
bomber formation over the Air Depot Group HQ. 
I called control one last time and said, “I’m not 
going to let them get by for free!”   

I positioned myself above the fighters and the 
bomber formation so I could hit the bombers just 
before they reached their release point. I flew out 
in front of the Sallys, off to their left as I dove 
down into them. I started to fire at a long range 
out because I knew that the sight of my tracers 
would shake things up a bit. I hit the first flight 
and then swung around into the second flight 
with my finger on the trigger as I took some shots 
at them, too. Before I knew it, I was behind the 

fourth flight of bombers looking for a target. 
As soon as the shooting started, the Sallys be-

gan to bounce around, moving up and down out 
of formation. I tacked onto the tail end Charlie 
bomber in the last flight and zeroed in on his 
left engine. I could see flashes on the fuselage 
and engine area as my bullets tore into him but 
I couldn’t stick around to watch anymore so I 
dove underneath him. I started to break and saw 
several Oscars heading for me. I had figured this 
was going to happen so I pushed the stick full for-
ward into the left-hand corner, pulling negative 
Gs as I dove away doing outside rolls. I stayed 
in my dive with the throttle at war emergency 
power until I figured I shook the Oscars. When I 
looked back, I saw empty skies with nobody chas-
ing me. I climbed back up for another go at the 
bombers as they began to reform. 

Swiss cheese
I don’t know if the Japanese couldn’t see me in 
the haze because no one made a move to cut me 
off. I started to make another pass on the Sallys 
but before I could get near them, it looked like 
every Oscar in the sky was turning into me and 
wanted a piece of my P-40. I knew I couldn’t get 
close to the bombers because it would have been 
like reaching into a hornet’s nest, so I settled for 
picking off a fighter or two.

I climbed back and picked out one of the Os-
cars and tried to get a shot at him, but he was 
quick and knew I was gunning for him. He made 

A P-40M Warhawk of the 
80th FG is pushed back into its 
revetment at  Nagaghuli Airfield 
in Assam, India during February 
1944.  (Photo courtesy of Jack 
Cook)

Although the P-40s didn't dare 
try to turn with a Zero, their six 
Browning 50s needed only a 
second or two on target to chew 
up the lightly built opposition.  
(Photo by John Dibbs/
planepicture.com)

I rolled the P-40 over and all I could 
see was an Oscar, mad as hell, 
coming straight up at me with his 
cannon and guns blazing away. 
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Lt. Adair and crew re-arm LuLu 
Belle 2 for another bombing 
sortie. (Photo courtesy of 
author)

up his rear end with a bead on his tail. At 100 
yards out with the sight dead center on his en-
gine, I squeezed the trigger which only brought a 
“kerthunk, kerthunk, kerthunk” sound of the pneu-
matic system recharging my empty guns! With so 
much forward speed, I went screaming by him, 
as I became the hunted. The Oscar simply pulled 
over and started shooting at me. I moved out of 
the way as his tracers zipped over my left wing. 
Luckily, I wasn’t hit as I turned for home once 
and for all!

I was about 90 miles away from home and my 
arms were so tired from holding the stick back 
that I could barely keep the nose above the ho-
rizon. As my adrenaline wore off, reality set in 
and I knew I would never make it back to base 
so I decided to bail out. I called control and gave 
them the grid map location. As I looked down at 
the dense jungle below, I said to myself, “Man, if 
I can just fly another 100 yards, it will save me 
two days of walking.” Then it hit me and I came 
up with the best idea I had all day. 

I flipped LuLu Belle on her back so the jungle 
was in plain view below. The full-down trim al-
most held the nose up by itself. A P-40 would run 
pretty good inverted for a couple of minutes be-
fore the engine loaded up and wanted to quit. I 
rolled the P-40 back over, waited for the engine 

to clear, lost a little altitude, and flipped LuLu 
Belle back over and continued doing P-40 flips 
the rest of the way home until I reached Naga-
ghuli. At about 1/2 mile from the base at 1,000 
feet, I pointed the P-40 towards the south end of 
the field. I was still inverted as I pulled back on 
the power and flipped the gear handle down. I 
squeezed the pump switch, saw down and locked 
on the gear indicator and rolled LuLu Belle back 
over as I hit the flap switch and cut the throttle. 
It wasn’t my usual three-pointer, but I couldn’t 
have cared less; we were down in one piece.

When I finally rolled to a stop, I was so tired 
that I had to be pulled out of my cockpit by some 
of the ground crew. On the briefing I learned that 
the Japanese bomb pattern had fallen short of 
the HQ area with little damage done to the base. 
I had 16 bullet holes in LuLu Belle including one 
that shattered my trim cable. But the P-40 was a 
tough old bird and three days later we had it fly-
ing again.  
Philip Adair flew 113 combat missions in P-40s be-
fore converting to his beloved P-47 Thunderbolts. He 
was credited with three Oscars destroyed plus two 
Oscars and a Sally damaged, all in P-40s. For his 
actions and bravery on that December 13 mission, 
Lieutenant Adair was awarded the Silver Star.

P-40M Kittyhawk 43-5802
Peter Teichman’s Curtiss P-40M Kittyhawk rolled out of the paint 
shop this summer wearing its striking LuLu Belle scheme. Added to 
his Hangar 11 Collection in 2005, the airframe dates back to 1943. 
Initially awarded USAAF serial no. 43-5802, it was re-designated 840 
to serve out its war with various squadrons of the Royal Canadian Air 
Force. After being struck off military charge, the Kittyhawk was used 
as an instructional airframe at Oregon State University in the early 
1950s. From there it went to Portland’s Troutdale Airport, eventually 
being dismantled and placed into storage. Restoration expert Thomas 
L. Camp of Livermore, California, discovered the airframe in the late 
1970s. Finding it to be in remarkably good condition, he returned it 
to the skies in 1982. Soon dismantled again, 43-5802 crossed the 
Atlantic when purchased by the Fighter Collection (TFC) at Duxford, 
England in 1985. Aside from a brief three-year stint under French 
ownership, TFC operated the P-40 for 20 years. 

On the UK register as G-KITT, the aircraft has been busy since 
joining Peter Teichman’s ever-expanding fleet at historic RAF airfield 
North Weald. With a North American P-51D Mustang, Supermarine 
Spitfire Mk.XI and Hawker Hurricane Mk.IIB, Peter’s collection pairs 
the best of British and American World War II fighters. He explains 
why the P-40 was an essential addition to the stable: “I feel the 
Mustang and P-40 Kittyhawk were the greatest USAAF fighters of 
that period. They served in large numbers in almost every theater of 
war up to 1945 and in some cases, beyond.” Now a frequent fixture on 
the European airshow circuit, 43-5802 also starred in George Lucas’s 
2012 movie Red Tails. Peter considers the Kittyhawk to be “a special 
and beautiful airplane. I would rather do an aerobatic display in my 
Kittyhawk than any other of my airplanes.”  —Rachel Morris

The quintessential WW II fighter, 
the Curtiss P-40 was part of 

the action at Pearl Harbor and 
was still doing its job while 
the surrender papers were 

being signed. The fact that it 
was technically obsolete and 

outclassed the day the war 
began didn't slow its pilots down 

one bit. (Photos by John Dibbs/
planepicture.com)  

UK warbird collector Peter Teichman does more than just collect. His North Weald 
based Hangar 11 Collection flies regularly and he says he'd rather do his airshow 
routine in the P-40 than any of the others he owns.


