
BELOW: Bob 

Hoover shows off  

the unmistakable 

lines of his P-51 

Mustang Ole Yeller

as he sets up for 

his famous ‘one 

wheel’ landing. The 

aeroplane still fl ies 

today under private 

ownership in the 

US. BOB HARRINGTON

obert A ‘Bob’ Hoover 
loved flying so much he 
once said: “Hell, I would 

fly an old Dodge truck if they 
put wings on the side.” Born on 
January 22, 1922, at age 15 he 
would cycle to Berry Field some 
15 miles from his home near 
Nashville, Tennessee, to watch
the aeroplanes. 

Dreaming of becoming a famous 
pilot like Charles Lindbergh, 
he bagged groceries for US$2 
(just over $30 today) a day to 
pay for flying lessons. However, 
his aviation career was almost 
over before it began, when he 
discovered that flying made 
him incredibly nauseous. He 
wrote in his 1996 autobiography
Forever Flying: “I had to overcome 
airsickness. I not only wanted to 
be an aviator, but a fighter pilot 
like Eddie Rickenbacker [the 
top scoring US ace of World War 
One]. To ‘lick’ the motion sickness, 

In December 1942, the 20th 
FG was ordered to Europe, and 
reported to Shropshire’s RAF 
Atcham, just east of Shrewsbury. 

Flying frustrations
Aged 20, and at the lowly rank of 
sergeant, Hoover found himself 
in charge of 67 pilots. In January 
1943, the outfit was transferred 
to North Africa, where it would 
join a replacement pilots’ pool in 
Mediouna, near Casablanca
in Morocco. 

Disappointed with his posting, 
Hoover continually asked for a 
combat assignment. His hopes 
were thwarted, and he was sent 
north to Oran to test aircraft 
arriving in crates, including P-40s, 
P-39s, Spitfires and Hurricanes. 
His test piloting skills had made 
him too valuable to transfer, but he 
kept trying. Eventually, his CO was 
forced to let him go, and Hoover 
joined Major Marvin McNickle’s 

I pushed myself to the limit by 
doing wingovers, stalls and spins. 

“Every time I found I could 
handle one manoeuvre I went on 
to the next one until I conquered 
the airsickness.”

In 1940, aged 18, Hoover joined 
the Tennessee Air National Guard. 
However, he was too young 
to become a pilot and instead 
trained as a tail gunner with the 
105th Observation Squadron. 

On September 16, 1940, with the 
world at war, the National Guard 
was ordered into active service. 
The US would inevitably become 
involved, so the age to be a pilot 
was lowered from 21 to 18. 

Hoover was approved for 
military flying training after 
Japan’s December 7, 1941 attack 
on Pearl Harbor. His training 
with the 20th Fighter Group (FG) 
included the North American AT-6 
Texan, the Curtiss P-40 Warhawk 
and the Bell P-39 Airacobra. 

Kathleen Hanser tells the story of a World War Two aviator, a POW who stole an enemy 
machine to escape and a legendary aerobatic showman – the one and only Bob Hoover
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52nd FG at Boco de Falco Air 
Base near Palermo, Sicily, in 
September 1943. Assigned to 
the 4th Fighter Squadron flying 
Spitfire Mk.Vs, he was tasked 
primarily with escorting Allied 
shipping convoys and didn’t 
engage the enemy. Dissatisfied, 
Hoover repeatedly requested a 
chance at proper air combat – 
only to be turned down. During 
this time, the CO received word 
that a shot-up Martin B-26 
Marauder had been abandoned 
on a very narrow beach running 
alongside the Straits of Messina, 
Italy. If someone could get it out, 
the CO was told the unit could 
have it. Flying over the area in a 
Piper L-4 Grasshopper, Hoover 
assessed the beach – it was 
about 1,000ft long and ended 
in a 12ft drop. No one believed 
it could be retrieved. Except 
Hoover. Returning by road with 
a ten-man crew, they removed 
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ABOVE: Posing in 

the cockpit of a P-38 

Lightning. Hoover 

gained a name for 

himself when he fl ew 

a one-engined display 

in the type while 

serving in North Africa 

during 1943 USAF

everything deemed unnecessary 
to lighten the stricken machine 
before laying down a makeshift 
runway using steel matting and 
chicken wire. After a month of 
preparation, Hoover crawled into 
the air on his second attempt 
and headed for Palermo, Sicily. 
Arriving overhead, he proceeded 
to ‘beat up’ the airfield before 
landing to thunderous cheers. For 
this incredible display of flying 
prowess, he was awarded the 
Distinguished Flying Cross. 

Great escape
On February 9, 1944, Hoover was 
patrolling the waters between 
the French and Italian coasts in a 
Spitfire Mk.Vc using the callsign 
‘Black 3’ when he claimed his 
first ‘kill’ – a burst of .50cal fire 
downing a Luftwaffe Focke-Wulf 
Fw 190. During the clash, two 
German fighters chased after him, 
as he recalled: “I had only 1,100hp 
and was capable of doing 215mph. 
The airplanes I had engaged 

were capable of 350mph. It’s like 
racing a Model T Ford [against] a 
Cadillac.” Fending off the 190s, he 
managed to damage one before 
his aircraft was hit from below 
– enemy rounds smashing into 
his engine and underside. With 
severe pain crippling his lower 
extremities, the engine suddenly 
exploded. As Hoover said: “The 
unthinkable had happened. I’d 
been shot out of the sky.” Baling 
out, he landed in the cold waters 
of the Mediterranean about 20 
miles off the coast of Nice, France. 
After four hours, he was hauled 
aboard a Kriegsmarine vessel and 
taken prisoner.

Hoover repeatedly attempted 
to escape. One time after being 
caught, he endured a mock 
execution. Eventually, he was 
sent to Stalag Luft I in Barth on 
Germany’s Baltic coast. Hoover 
continued his obsessive pursuit 
of freedom and made 25 attempts 
to break out during his near 
16-month incarceration. 
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In April 1945, he and two others 
managed to escape again. Heading 
west, he came upon a mostly 
abandoned Luftwaffe airfield 
housing battle-damaged Fw 190s. 
Commandeering one of the 
bullet-ridden machines he deemed 
flyable and with sufficient fuel, 
he took off and hid in the clouds 
as best he could – after all, he 
was in a German aeroplane. He 
crash-landed in a field close to 
the Zuiderzee, in the northwest 
of the Netherlands, where he 
was eventually picked up by the 
British Army. He mused: “I knew 
that if I turned west and followed 
the shoreline, I would be safe 
when I saw windmills.” 

The two ‘pards’
Hoover returned to the US and 
was assigned to Wright Field in 
Dayton, Ohio, where he joined 
the Flight Test Training Unit. 
He recalled: “Wright Field 
was a beehive of activity for 
experimental ’planes. 

“It was the principal fighter, 
bomber, cargo and helicopter 

testing facility for the Army Air 
Corps.” Hoover’s abilities as a 
test pilot were innate as National 
Air and Space Museum curator 
Dorothy Cochrane, who knew him 
personally, pointed out: 
“He knew how far he could go 
testing these aeroplanes and could 
assess situations in the blink of an 
eye, while knowing how to get the 
best performance out of them.”

One of his first assignments 
was to conduct dive recovery 
techniques in Republic’s P-47 
Thunderbolt – which had already 
claimed the lives of two pilots. 
At the time, Wright was home to 
the US Army Air Corps fleet of 
ground-breaking jets like the Bell 
P-59 Airacomet, a type Hoover 
fell in love with on his first flight, 
and Lockheed’s P-80 Shooting 
Star, which he felt was the most 
impressive of the early jets. 

As well as US types, he evaluated 
several captured Luftwaffe 
aircraft including the Heinkel 162 
Volksjäger and Messerschmitt’s 
Me 163 Komet and Bf 109.

At Wright, Hoover met Chuck 
Yeager – during a dogfight, 
no less! Coming across a lone 
Airacomet while flying a P-38, 
Hoover challenged Yeager to 
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LEFT: North 

American Aviation 

test pilot Bob 

Hoover climbs into 

a F-100D Super 

Sabre for another 

sortie. While flying 

for the company, 

he took the type to 

its limits USAF

BELOW: Just one of 

the photos taken 

by Bob Hoover, 

while flying as 

chase for Chuck 

Yeager’s historic 

Mach 1 flight on 

October 14, 1947 
KEY COLLECTION

“His test piloting skills had made 
him too valuable to transfer, 

but he kept trying”
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dogfight. Both earned the other’s 
respect just from their evident 
flying skills. 

Hoover wrote: “I knew right then 
and there [after meeting on the 
ground] that Chuck and I would 
always be friends. I’d never seen 
another fighter pilot as aggressive 
as he was or as good as he was, 
and he felt the same way about 
me… We had great admiration… 
for each other.” 

Following World War Two, there 
was intense competition to break 
the sound barrier. 

In 1947, the National Advisory 
Committee for Aeronautics (NACA 
– the precursor to NASA) and the 
US Air Force were ready to make 
an attempt in Bell’s revolutionary 
rocket-powered X-1. 

Hoover was named the backup 
pilot and would fly the P-80 chase 
aeroplane, making observations 
and taking photographs, and 
Yeager would pilot the X-1.

The testing took place at Muroc 
Army Airfield (today’s Edwards 
Air Force Base) in California. On 
October 14, 1947, Yeager became 
the first to break the sound 
barrier – his ‘pard’ Hoover 
chasing him throughout, taking 
photographs of the historic flight. 

Hoover, who had married Colleen 
Humrickhouse in September 1947, 
decided to leave the military the 
following year. 

Civvy street 
He joined General Motors’ Allison 
Engines Division as a test pilot, 
then three years later, went with 
North American Aviation (NAA) 
– later Rockwell – where he 
was to test the limits of some of 
the most advanced aircraft in 
existence. Two of his first sorties 
were in the swept-wing F-86 Sabre 
and revolutionary B-45 Tornado. 
Hoover said the Sabre was his 
favourite aircraft: “It was the most 
docile, nicest handling airplane 
you’ve ever sat in.” 

He was also responsible for the 
first flight of the XFJ-2B Fury and 
tested other machines including 
the nuclear-capable AJ-1 Savage 
bomber, the radial powered T-28 
Trojan and the supersonic North 

American F-100 Super Sabre. 
When the conflict in Korea 

heated up in early 1950, Hoover 
was asked to brief F-86 pilots in 
East Asia on the aeroplane and 
its latest features. He was also 
asked to demonstrate its
dive-bombing capabilities. While 
in Korea, he was known as the 
‘old guy’ even though he was still 
under 30. But Hoover proved 
himself after showing off some 
of his flying techniques, often 
wowing the gathered crowds. To 
prove the viability of the new 
bombing procedures, Hoover 
was tasked with destroying a 
bridge connecting an enemy 
supply route to the front line. It 
was his first mission since being 
shot down in World War Two 
and he hit it on his first attempt. 
Everyone was impressed with 
the ‘old guy’.

Iced tea anyone? 
During the mid-1950s, Hoover 
performed at air shows across 
the US in a variety of NAA’s 
aircraft – gaining fans and major 
recognition as an incomparable 
and precise display pilot. Flying 
a bright yellow P-51D Mustang 
nicknamed Ole Yeller, he gained 
yet more fame when he started 
the inaugural Reno Air Race in 
1964 with a flyby of the starting 
pylon declaring: “Gentlemen, you 
have a race!” He filled that role 
for 30 years. 

Tasked with demonstrating 
the Shrike Commander 500S 
piston-engined light-twin 
business aircraft, he soon began 

RIGHT: Retired 

US Air Force 

General, Chuck 

Yeager (left), with 

his ‘supersonic 

fl ight’ chase-plane 

pilot Bob Hoover, 

during a ceremony 

at Edwards Air 

Force Base, 

California, in 1997. 

This marked the 

50th anniversary 

of the world’s fi rst 

Mach One fl ight 
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RIGHT: 

Bob Hoover 

(right) with (from 

left) Charles 

Lindbergh, Bob’s 

wife Colleen and 

Neil Armstrong 

during the 

1969 Society of 

Experimental 

Test Pilots award 

dinner. Hoover, 

a close friend 

of Lindbergh, 

coaxed him out 

of his secluded 

life into the 

spotlight for

one night 
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duplicating his P-38 routines. 
Developing a signature flight 
profile he called his ‘Dead Engine 
Energy Management Manoeuvre’, 
Hoover would shut off one or both 
of the powerplants and feather 
the props. Diving, he would pull 
up sharply into a loop, fly an 
eight-point roll, then land on one 
wheel before waving his familiar 
Panama hat to the crowd. 

One of Hoover’s unique feats 
is only visible on film – he 
would put a glass on top of the 
instrument panel and pour 
iced tea into it from a jug in his 
right hand, while rolling the 
aircraft using his left hand. With 
centrifugal force and smooth 
manipulation of the controls, he 
never spilled a drop.

Lasting legacy
Hoover was known for his 
gentlemanly ways and was 
universally loved. He enjoyed 
interacting with fans and 
was generous in sharing his 
knowledge. Dorothy Cochrane 
remembered: “He took time to 

talk to young people if someone 
came up and wanted to know 
about flying. No question was 
too simple.” 

Former director of the National 
Air and Space Museum in 

Washington DC, General John 
Dailey, echoed that sentiment: 
“Not only did he make time for 
everyone, but he treated them like 
they were his best friend. 

“He leaves behind a legacy not 
just as a legendary pilot, but as an 
exemplary human being.”

Hoover’s list of honours is 
extensive. The National Air and 
Space Museum’s Trophy for 
Lifetime Achievement; the Living 
Legends of Aviation Award and the 
National Aeronautic Association 
Wright Brothers Memorial Trophy, 
to name a few. 

He stopped flying professionally 
in 2000 at the age of 78 and made 
his final flight when he was 85. 

Bob Hoover died on October 25, 
2016 at the age of 94, shortly after 
losing his wife – they had been 
married for 65 years. 

Hoover knew he was fortunate to 
have chosen a career he could get 
excited about every day. He once 
said: “Every time I fly, I experience 
another dimension of existence, 
no longer tied to the earth. I feel 
free – free of gravity, free of 
everything. It’s the greatest feeling 
in the world.”

At the 1988 Monterey County 
Air Show in California, his friend 
Jimmy Doolittle introduced him 
by saying: 

“Ladies and gentlemen, let me 
introduce to you Bob Hoover… the 
greatest stick-and-rudder pilot 
who ever lived.” 

That sums him up perfectly. FP
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ABOVE: James 

‘Jimmy’ Doolittle 

(centre) being 

towered over 

by Hoover as 

he presents him 

with an Air Force 

Association 

award. On the 

left is former US 

Senator and World 

War Two aviator 

Barry Goldwater 
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